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Guest editorial 
Andreas Sagner 
Reflections on the construction 
and study of elderliness 
Reflecting the predominance of modernization theory mod-
els and narratives in African gerontology (Ferreira, 1999), the 
institutional approach with its focus on the roles and the 
socio-economic status of elderly people still prevails in Afri-
can research on ageing. To be sure, this perspective is not 
without value, at least if we take it beyond the confines of 
orthodox modernization theory. Nevertheless, if we want to 
save older Africans from macro-sociological extinction in 
general and from structural-functionalist elimination in par-
ticular, we need to pay closer attention to the multiplexity of 
their everyday lives and to their subjective experiences, with-
out, of course, thereby neglecting the institutional structure of 
society. 
The fruitfulness of such an integrated approach may clearly 
be seen in the study of"elderliness," the theme of this special 
issue. In a preliminary manner, elderliness may be defmed as 
the meaning of being old, both at the social and the personal 
level. As elderliness is a rather undeveloped field of research 
in African gerontology, the papers collected in this special 
issue do not (and cannot) claim to be purveyors of such an 
integrated perspective; rather, they portray some approaches 
to elderliness beyond modernization theory. Before introduc-
ing the papers in this number, I sketch some issues which may 
help to illuminate the territory ahead. First, I set out a few key 
dimensions of Western and African constructions of elderli-
ness. Second, I address some aspects of the inextricable rela-
tionship between lived experience, discursive praxis and 
institutional politics in the context of the study of elderliness. 
Finally, drawing these two threads together, a few sugges-
tions are made for an African research agenda on elderliness. 
Constructions of elderliness 
Dimensions of Western elderliness 
In a recent article, Hareven ( 1995) argued that the emergence 
of old age as a distinct period of life in American society is a 
fairly recent phenomenon and is embedded in the larger his-
torical process of industrialization with its attending social, 
cultural and demographic repercussions. This is not to deny 
the existence of specific cultural discourses on old age in 
pre-industrial America. In fact, there have always been multi-
farious images oflate life in all Western cultures. Rather, it is 
to stress that in pre-industrial America (and in pre-industrial 
Europe alike) the life course tended to be homogeneous, i.e. 
"adulthood flowed into old age without institutionalized dis-
ruptions" (Hareven, 1995: 126). The establishment of man-
datory retirement in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 
was, arguably, a (if not the) major factor which led to the 
institutionalization of old age within Western societies. 
Though retirement was principally a feature of the standard-
ized male life course, the bureaucratically set chronological 
age of sixty or sixty-five soon informed the cultural definition 
of old age in general. As Katz (1996: 64) says, pensions 
" institutionalized the last stage of the life-course regime by 
temporalizing old age and making superannuation an 
age-specific category." At the risk of oversimplifying a com-
plex social process, it may be argued that the triumphant 
advance of retirement affected Western old-age identity in 
two central, albeit somewhat contradictory ways . 
On the one hand it laid the basis for the reconstruction of 
old-age identity around the "rights of citizenship associated 
with the institutions of the welfare state" (Phillipson, 1998: 
32). Despite the persistent low levels of state retirement pen-
sions in many Western societies and the inherent tendency of 
state welfare policies to delegate older persons to a dependent 
social position, there is little doubt that the triumph of retire-
ment and the growth of the welfare state heightened older per-
sons ' sense of ontological security - not the least by 
increasing their moral and existential space. What Phillipson 
(1998: 126) posits as older people's "welfare state self" and 
"retirement self' is based on this development. (Ironically, 
this feeling of security has been deflated in recent 
post-modem culture as traditional routines and institutions 
(e.g. the standardized life course) are dissolved (Phillipson, 
1998).) On the other hand the emergence of state retirement 
policies did reinforce time-honoured associations of old age 
with disengagement, decline and obsolescence as older per-
sons (i.e. mostly men) lost income and function. The chrono-
logical age of sixty or sixty-five came to define the upper 
boundary "of participation in the adult world - as well as the 
cultural definition of full humanity" (Cole, 1997: 4). 
Given the reign of scientific practice in Western culture, it 
is little wonder that the emerging image of the natural 
problematicity of old age - buttressed by the rise of mass 
retirement - has been culturally construed as a technical 
problem open to scientific intervention. (The emergence of 
gerontology itself may be directly placed within this histori-
cal development (cf. Achenbaum, 1995).) Medicine, as an 
institutional system of practice and knowledge, has played a 
decisive role in this regard. In fact,. researchers such as Estes 
and Binney (1989) have argued that medicine constitutes 
today' s primary framework for giving meaning to ageing and 
understanding the problem of old age in Western industrial-
ized societies ("biomedicalization of ageing"). Biological 
changes are culturally construed as the fundamental reality of 
ageing. Cole (1997: xxii) even contends that medicine (and 
positivistic science at large) has replaced religion as the dom-
inating meaning system "that help[s] people orient them-
selves toward the intractable limits of human existence." 
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Evidently the discourse of"biomedicine" has further pro-
moted the centrality of the (ageing) body in social construc-
tions of old age, as have other institutional changes associated 
with capitalist industrialization, such as older persons' forced 
separation from the formal labour market and the devaluation 
of accumulated life experience (Featherstone & Wernick, 
1995: 7). The almost complete grounding of social old-age 
identity in bodily condition also reflects the clear-cut separa-
tion of the ageing process "from earlier religious, cosmologi-
cal, and iconographic moorings" (Cole, 1997: 192), which 
has made ageing devoid of any inherent social meaning. To 
be sure, postmodernity has brought positive images of ageing 
to the fore. Yet, the negative construction of bodily ageing 
has not changed as positive ageing stipulates that one has to 
remain " forever youthful [ ... ] in bodily posture" 
(Featherstone, 199 5: 22 7) - the ageist tradition in new dis-
guise. The paradox of"the" Western discursive construction 
of old age is, thus, that while taking the body to centre stage it 
cannot accommodate the simple facts of decline and death. 
Consequently, there is a strong tendency to "disembody" the 
ageing body. In material terms, this cultural aim of"disem-
bodiment" may be discerned in the (sometimes) "extreme use 
ofmedical services" (Harper, 1997: 169). 
Dimensions of African elderliness 
When one is contemplating elderliness and discourses on old 
age in African contexts, one is struck by the diversity of 
respective notions and constructions. Given the variety of 
cultural orders, socio-economic systems and the varying 
degrees of local societies' participation in the national state 
and its formal economy, the notion of"African elderliness" 
is, admittedly, a rather naive abstraction, if not an unwar-
ranted reification. (Of course, this caveat applies likewise to 
the construction of something like "Western elderliness.") 
Nevertheless, as space rules out a more fine-grained analysis, 
we have to accept this predicament. Having said this, let me 
sketch some key differences between "Western" and "Afri-
can" elderliness. 
Mainly reflecting the social organization of work and the 
relatively low levels of state penetration in most African soci-
eties/communities, social roles are generally not structured 
by normative (chronological) timetables as they are in West-
em societies ( cf. Keith eta/., 1994: 189-197). In most parts of 
Africa, age does (still) not refer to individual lifetime but to 
diversely constructed stages of human life. For the majority 
of Africans, there is, arguably, no clearly defined "on"/"off' 
time, neither for work, domestic nor public roles. (Even 
so-called age-class societies with their alleged rigidly timed 
and normatively defined life-course transitions tended to 
structure only parts of persons' role repertoires ( cf. Bernardi, 
1985).) Though the notion of retirement - as the cultur-
ally-founded expectation that virtuous people should be able 
to "sit back" when they have reached a certain age - is not 
alien to African cultures (e.g. Cattell, 1990), there is, as a rule, 
no transition into a status ofbeing retired, marked by the exit 
from "adult" economic roles and other institutionalized role 
changes. So far, only a very small number of Africans benefit 
from public or private pension schemes. But even in South 
Africa, one of two countries in Africa with a comprehensive 
social old-age pension system, there still is no biographical or 
chronological standardization of the transition from wage 
labour to (formal) non-work (i.e. among black South Afri-
cans). Put in general terms, though in South Africa pension-
able age has became a chronological milestone that marks the 
life-course (albeit it does not denote economic "inactivity"), 
chronology and normative role changes are still no major fac-
tors in the construction of black South African old-age iden-
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tity and elderliness. In fact, the latter are rather defined by 
performance-related criteria ( cf. Sagner & Mtati, 1999). This 
performative character of age identities is one reason why the 
self-identity (and, in part, the social identity) of older black 
South Africans has never been dominated by anything like a 
"retirement self," despite the economic and social impor-
tance of the pension institution. Of course, as the state pen-
sions have always been low in terms of real income, older 
black South Africans have always been forced to draw upon 
moral resources to overcome ontological and institutional 
insecurity (cf. Sagner & Mtati, 1999). Looking at African 
societies at large, I would argue that African old-age identity 
has always been primarily grounded in earlier life events (i.e. 
life-course achievements) and in the day-to-day interactions 
in families and communities, mediated by culture and gender 
specific norms and values. 
In Africa, as in Western societies, old age is associated with 
a decline in physical capacities and capabilities. (Given the 
centrality of the body in social interaction and social experi-
ence, it seems fair to assume that in all cultures old age is, at 
least partly, represented through the (ageing) body.) How-
ever, despite the utmost importance of physical fitness as an 
economic resource in many African societies, the issues of 
health and functionality tend to be offar lesser significance in 
African old-age constructions than in Western discourse (cf. 
Keith eta/. 1994: 172-173). Though seemingly paradoxical, 
this may be taken as a combined result of the hegemony of the 
biomedical discourse in Western societies and the simple 
material fact that in Africa with its longstanding poverty and 
under-developed service infrastructure, poor health is not 
uniquely linked with old age. (The AIDS pandemic will fur-
ther loosen any association between old age and ill health, 
particularly in Africa with its high HIV prevalence rates.) 
However, this is only part of the story. Recent research sug-
gests that the discursive construction of the ageing body and 
of its social significance is intimately related to cultur-
ally-variable notions of personhood. Hockey and James 
( 1993 ), for example, have argued that the centrality of the 
body in Western old-age constructions is (also) rooted in a 
discourse which ties full personhood to personal autonomy 
and thus to physical (and mental) functionality. As is evi-
denced in the resilience of the ethos of ubuntu (Cattell, 1997), 
African societies still stress the relational character of self-
hood. Hence, it is not surprising that physical changes accom-
panying ageing are not (yet?) central in determining the 
social (and self-) identity of older persons - despite the grad-
ual medicalization of parts of African society and the atten-
dant advance of the biomedical discourse in Africa. In fact, 
given these different notions of personhood it seems fair to 
assume that African folk etiologies of bodily changes in old 
age put much more stress on sociaVrelational factors than 
Western etiologies with their sole focus on biological pro-
cesses in individuated bodies. In any case, the notion of the 
"ageing body" is not a stable term. 
Though African cultures and societies also display dis-
courses which denigrate ageing - in fact, one might even 
argue that modernization-theory inspired African gerontol-
ogy has contributed to the upsurge of such discourses in 
recent years - African discourses on elderliness are (still?) 
not devoid of positive images which inscribe ageing and old 
age with intrinsic meaning. In premodern Africa, ageing 
implied the privilege of (discursive and non-discursive) 
knowledge, reflecting the embeddedness of ordinary social 
interaction in the particularities of locales and the centrality 
of orality as mode of communication. Despite the advance of 
literacy and widespread delocalization of social and eco-
nomic forms in Africa - a hallmark of modernization itself 
(Giddens, 1991) -this wisdom imagery still persists in many 
African folk discourses, at least in more remote and "tradi-
tional" rural areas (e.g. Kilbride & Kilbride, 1997: 211-212, 
219). 
Elderliness and experience 
The relevance of experience 
In her ethnographically-sensitive research, Kaufman ( 1986) 
has shown that older Americans challenge the prevailing con-
structions of elderliness insofar as the latter do not mould the 
people's subjective experience as older individuals. In fact, 
she claims that the "old Americans [she] studied do not per-
ceive meaning in ageing itself; rather, they perceive meaning 
in being themselves in old age. [ ... ] When old people talk 
about themselves, they express a sense of self that is ageless -
an identity that maintains continuity despite the physical and 
social changes that come with old age" (Kaufman, 1986: 6). 
Though this experience of an "ageless self' may be inter-
preted as a reflection of the old Cartesian dualism between 
body and mind (Oberg, 1996), it is primarily a powerful 
defence mechanism against the negative image of old age in 
American culture. There is thus an inherent tension between 
objectifying discourses of elderliness on the one hand and 
older persons' subjective reality (and everyday practices) on 
the other hand - and certainly not only in Western society. 
By taking into account the experience of older persons, we 
have a powerful corrective that helps us to overcome previ-
ous notions of (older) persons as passive culture members, 
straitjacketed in normative and discursive structures, and to 
see them instead as active agents in their respective worlds. It 
is important to note, however, that even if older persons con-
test dominant cultural discourses, their strategies and 
self-representations nevertheless emerge in interaction with 
them (e.g. Hockey & James, 1993). Methodologically, this 
means that the analysis of cultural representations of old age 
remains important to the gerontological endeavour to under-
stand the experience of old age. 
I would like to stress that attending to the subjective experi-
ence of old age is not just of academic concern. Indeed, eman-
cipating ourselves from stereotyping images of old age can 
help us to adjust gerontology as a practice-oriented discipline 
better to the needs of older individuals. Hazan (1986), for 
example, in his case study of a London Day Care Centre, has 
shown that inasmuch as professional services were informed 
by impersonal and experience-distant representations of old 
age, they tended to be evaded. Thus, if one of the aims of 
gerontological research is to understand/predict the use 
of/demand for social services - and I think, it should be, then 
we have to explore the subjective experience and 
self-representations of older people. And what may be even 
more important, by looking into the daily experiences of 
older people we will find that old age is primarily "an experi-
ence to be lived meaningfully" (Cole, 1997), despite the dark 
side of the ageing process with its inherent bodily changes. 
Accessing experience 
If we subscribe to the centrality of subjective experience -
comprising thought and feeling, as word and image (Bruner, 
1986: 5) - in the gerontological enterprise, we have to come 
to terms with the fundamental fact that another person's 
experience is only incompletely accessible, namely through 
his/her verbal and non-verbal actions/acts (e.g. expressions) 
(cf. Bruner, 1986). Anthropological methods, most notably 
participant observation, seem thus particularly suited to bring 
experience near. It is therefore rather unfortunate that African 
anthropologists have so far not catered much for gerontologi-
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cal topics. Apart from a few studies, authored by anthropolo-
gists but also by sociologists and linguists (see, for example, 
the articles by Apt, Cattell, Makoni, M0ller and Van der 
Geest in SAJG), relatively little has been written about the 
subjective experience of being and growing old in African 
societies. However, despite its smallness, research in African 
contexts has pinpointed the multivocality of older people's 
experiences, as has research in Western societies. There is 
apparently no uniformity or homogeneity in old-age experi-
ence, as is implied by modernization theory's master narra-
tive. (It is little wonder therefore that, insofar as 
modernization-theory inspired African gerontologists took 
older persons' voices into account, the latter tended to eschew 
the authors ' own authoritative frameworks (e.g. Apt, 1996).) 
This is not to individualize experience, but rather to stress the 
multiplicity and indeterminacy of older people's lives which 
in tum reflect the inherent indeterminacy of social milieus 
themselves, whether allegedly "traditional" or "modem" 
ones. 
In this context it is important to note that, as Geertz ( 1973: 
405) has argued, experience is always "construed experi-
ence," mediated by interpretations based on the arsenals of 
enculturated/acculturated symbolic forms and, one may add, 
on any person's (bodily) "sedimented" previous experiences 
(experiential history). "Lived experience" is always "social 
experience." This stresses, once again, the necessity of 
grounding an understanding of subjective old-age experi-
ence, accessed through older persons' expressions, in a thor-
ough multi-dimensional knowledge of the social milieu, in 
which older persons act (and, if possible, have acted), and 
thus of (anthropological) fieldwork as a research tool. 
Even though experience is only partly expressible in the 
narrative mode, there is little doubt that we as gerontologists 
can learn a great deal about the meaning ofbeing and growing 
old by intensively listening to older people. Narratives are a 
particularly valuable source to learn something about the 
meaning which older persons "find" in their everyday life. In 
short, I plead for a narrative tum in African gerontology. 
However, interpreting "stories" is a tricky business as they 
must be situated not only within the contexts of the social and 
symbolic order but also within the field encounter and the 
respective tellers' biographies. To put it in contemporary 
anthropological parlance, stories are self-representations 
which are never finished or "true" in any simple sense. Not 
being purveyors of any unmediated ("true") previous experi-
ence or account, the primary significance of stories lies in 
their being the very mediums through which (older) persons 
construct their lives as meaningful and integrated, explain 
(for themselves and others) continuities as well discontinu-
ities. Their meaning is "always in the present, in the 
here-and-now" (Bruner, 1986: 11 ). Unsurprisingly then, 
life-review and reminiscence may have therapeutic value 
when used in intervention situations ( cf. White & Epson, 
1990).) Yet, stories are no mere fabrications. Most notably, 
they are part and parcel of particular social and cultural envi-
ronments and the narrators' accumulated life-course materi-
als (e.g. the layers of remembered events, people, etc.). The 
interpretative character of story-telling may be particularly 
evident in life history narratives ( cf. Kenyon & Randall, 
1997), but it is quite clearly not confined to this genre. In her 
analysis of the so-called "complaint discourse" among Afri-
can and American older persons, Cattell ( 1999) has recently 
shown that complaints, although they may be totally 
"untrue," do reveal the existential and experienced reality of 
being and growing old. Complaints, she reminds us, are "not 
to be dismissed as 'just what all old people do,' their com-
plaints are strategies for assuring their physical security and 
3 
Southern African Journal of Gerontology (1 999), 8(2) 
reassuring themselves as persons in settings of rapid social 
and cultural change" and coming to terms with the fact that 
"physical or mental impairments make it difficult or impossi-
ble for them to do things they are accustomed to doing" 
(Cattell, 1999: 312-313). 
But, once again, not all our experience (and knowledge) 
attains the level of discourse. In fact, part of our experience as 
human beings is incarnated in our bodies, most notably in the 
form of non-reflected practices and habits. As suggested by 
Bourdieu, it is "because subjects do not, strictly speaking, 
know what they are doing that what they do has more mean-
ing than they know" (Bourdieu, 1977: 79). Furthermore, 
since we are corporeal beings, our experience - both as sub-
jects and as professional fieldworkers/gerontologists- is not 
reducible to linguistic and visual derived knowledge/percep-
tions. Though we should be very wary of defining old persons 
in terms of some bodily state, we have to acknowledge that 
age differences are also bodily differences. As Harper ( 1997: 
165), referring to the body politics of sexual difference, has 
pointed out, these differences are not immutable or biologi-
cally pre-ordained, but are experienced through the medium 
of the body and through socially-constructed interpretations. 
Though discursive knowledge and our own bodily experi-
ence of bodily failure may help us to imagine our informants' 
bodily experience, we can, quite naturally, never feel how it is 
to be living in/with an(other) ageing body. Even geriatric 
techniques like "instant ageing" - through wearing 
sight-limiting spectacles and movement-restricting bond-
ages, etc. - will not do the job. They open up our feelings with 
regard to a certain set of bodily failures, but we (as normally 
young/middle-aged gerontologists) can never literally expe-
rience what it is like to be old in an ageing body, everyday of 
our life. In Kohn' s words, we can imagine the experience but 
not really share it - at last, we can never be sure that we do 
share it. We are working "with second-hand experiences" 
(Kohn, 1994: 25). There is a "contextual specifity" to the 
meaning of bodily failure that makes it very difficult to 
understand the experiential dimensions of another person's 
bodily failure (French, 1994: 74). 
Unfortunately, there is no space here to spell out any of the 
theoretical and methodological implications of these 
assumptions for a "gerontology of experience." Here it must 
suffice to stress that capturing our subjects' experience 
requires much more than merely translating their linguistic 
utterances/narratives, even though we have to acknowledge 
that the "totality of sensory experience cannot be conveyed 
(into words)" (Okely, 1994: 62), neither by our subjects nor 
by us. Compounded by the dynamic nature of the 
teller-listener-relationship and the existence of cul-
ture-specific templates of"good stories" and narrative styles, 
we should be very wary of identifying our subjects' experi-
ences of and in old age directly with their respectively articu-
lated views on the topic. 
Besides, we can never hope to grasp the experiential and 
subjective experience of being old if we look at older persons 
just as representatives of the elderly. In fact, in small-scale 
communities/societies old age as an abstract categorical sta-
tus tends to be irrelevant, if it is used at all (Keith et al., 1994: 
14 7-152, 189-191 ). The latter fact highlights, once again, the 
need to pay much closer attention to the constitution of"the" 
elderly as the subject of gerontological knowledge and to the 
situated nature of gerontological representations (cf. Katz, 
1996). In any case, to understand older persons we need to 
understand them as (grand)parents, kinspeople, pensioners, 
economically and politically engaged (or disengaged) sub-
jects, etc. - i.e. as actors in local and, particularly nowadays, 
supra-local contexts. 
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Elderliness, experience and gerontological discourses 
Though the renunciation of modernization theory is to be 
applauded as a step in the right direction (Ferreira, 1999), the 
fact remains that all our authoritative accounts are discourses, 
grounded in our situated observations and conceptual and 
theoretical apparatuses. We have to acknowledge that even 
"biological facts" are socially constructed and inscribed with 
cultural meanings: "Aging and old age are certainly real, but 
they do not exist in some natural realm, independently of the 
ideals, images, and social practices that conceptualize and 
represent them" (Cole, 1997: xxii). In other words, bodies are 
simultaneously natural and cultural, real and constructed ( cf. 
Harper, 1997). The experience of the ageing body is inextri-
cably tied to the social constructions and inscriptions which 
are placed on the (changing) physical body. As suggested 
above, Western biomedicine constitutes a particularly pow-
erful discursive (and material) structure which not only 
medicalizes and controls the (ageing) body through various 
techniques but which both constructs the very categories of 
normal and pathological ageing and defines their (changing) 
normative meaning ( cf. Lyman, 1989). In this sense it tends to 
produce/define material and normative parameters of the 
experience of old age in Western societies. Obviously, Afri-
can gerontology should not take the meaning of bodily states 
and processes as defined by Western biomedical concepts 
and measurement strategies for granted. The cultural con-
struction of senility - A lzheimer's disease in 
pathophysiologic terms - is a case in point ( cf. Cohen, 1998). 
(To avoid a possible misunderstanding, I do not deny the 
potential usefulness of biomedical practice. The point is 
rather that biomedical constructions ofbodily events are con-
tingent on specific causal models that tend to "bracket out" 
politico-economic changes and social practices, thereby eas-
ily rendering them (i.e. the constructions) irrelevant to the 
lived experience of many of our older subjects and their fami-
lies. Besides, biomedical knowledge is, as is in fact every 
knowledge, paradigrnatically organized.) 
To acknowledge the constructed character of all our 
knowledge is not to denounce all gerontological authority; 
apart from being unnecessary, that would be suicidal forger-
ontology as praxis oriented discipline. Using James et al. 's 
(1997: 6) phrasage, our job involves "making a good-enough 
model of the world, one which serves its intended purposes 
as, for example, is the case when working alongside medical 
specialists." And despite the non-consciousness of part of our 
experience as human beings, we can (and indeed should) 
always check our gerontological representations with the 
subjects of our writing. Nevertheless, the fact remains that the 
rendering of an older person's experience in gerontological 
discursive terms is always an act of reinterpretation. 
Kleinman and Kleinman ( 1991: 27 6), for example, have con-
vincingly pointed out that concepts such as "social role, 
social strategy, or social symbol" are as distant from our sub-
jects' experience as respective biomedical terms. 
We have to acknowledge that there is a complex interplay 
between (Western) representations of ageing and old age on 
the one hand and (Western) gerontological models and con-
cepts on the other hand. That is, the latter do embody cul-
ture-specific representations of elderliness as do, in fact, 
Western service models (Neysmith & Edwardth, 1984: 39). 
This interplay is particularly evident in the once influential 
but now somewhat discredited disengagement and activity 
theories of ageing. Though the two theories called for contra-
dictory strategies to the road of "successful ageing," both 
drew on a set of historically and culturally particular notions 
of old age: old age as a defmite and inevitable break in social 
existence which must be negotiated with care by the older 
person to avoid subjective unhappiness. Similarly, the long-
standing dismissal of the notion of ageing as a "lived ex peri-
ence" may be traced to the dominant Western construction of 
old age as a life stage of"natural" problematicity. In any case, 
turning to the experience of old age may help us to overcome 
the undue dependence of African gerontology on Western 
models. 
Elderliness: aspects of an African research 
agenda 
Research on ageing in Africa needs greater sensitivity to the 
discursive constructions of old age. Three dimensions seem 
particularly worthwhile to attend to. First, the historical 
reconstruction ofthe emergence of new discourses on old age 
in the wake of colonialism, Christianization/Islarnization, 
and increasing state penetration oflocal communities and the 
analysis of the interplay of these new forms with older cul-
tural representations of later life. Second, and connected 
therewith, we should begin to deconstruct today's public and 
professional discourses on old age in Africa, including the 
prevailing gerontological discourses themselves. It would be 
very desirable, for example, to systematically analyse the 
institutional structures and the ideological and political pro-
cesses which have given rise to the predominance of modern-
ization-theory inspired narratives in African gerontology. 
Without intending to make any a priori generalizations, there 
is, for example, little doubt that "opting" for the pessimistic 
modernization-theory narrative helped African gerontology 
to legitimize itself as an emerging discipline and to substanti-
ate its plea for public funding. Evidently such a deconstruc-
tion of modernization theory would benefit from detailed 
historical case studies documenting change. Third, we need 
to know much more about how contemporary local notions 
and images of old age are rooted in social processes and cul-
tural dynamics. This would, inter alia, entail the analysis of 
the interplay of current representations of old age with pre-
vailing notions of personhood, religious beliefs and 
life-course trajectories, but also with changing role reper-
toires and the macro-social context at large. For example, it 
would be tempting to know to what extent the growing impor-
tance of African grandparents as childcare and economic pro-
viders (Kilbride & Kilbride, 1997) has already impacted, or 
will impact on old-age imageries. 
As sketched above, a gerontology of elderliness must not 
only tum to analysis of discursive practice but also to the 
analysis of individual experience. In fact, we do need 
ethnographically-sensitive studies that show how individuals 
contest or appropriate various discourses. 
Methodologically, such a research agenda not only calls 
for qualitative case studies and ethnographically-sensitive 
research. To get a sense of the meaning of old age, both in its 
cultural and its experiential dimension, we also have to make 
use of hitherto neglected sources such as national laws/poli-
cies, professional discourses/practices and literary/artistic 
forms. And under conditions of modernity with its inherent 
de localizing tendencies, the study of old age experience must 
not be confined to the particularities of local contexts. 
Special issue 
The papers included in this special issue highlight some of the 
issues of elderliness and old age in Africa outlined above. 
Using different disciplinary approaches, the papers should 
appeal to age-old researchers in varied fields. 
In a discussion of old age and ageing in pre-industrial 
Africa, Sagner moves away from the rather simplistic 
images of old age which still beset many African gerontolo-
Southern African Journal of Gerontology (1999), 8(2) 
gists. Drawing on the Xhosa-speaking peoples in the 19th 
century he argues that the experience of later life was shaped 
by gender, kinship and "class" differences as well as by bio-
graphical factors, making for a variety of later-life experi-
ences. He points out that old age was not a clear-cut period of 
life with unique demographic, economic or social character-
istics/conditions, set apart from earlier life phases. However, 
he notes that (deep) old age was firmly tied to religious and 
metaphysical beliefs. He argues that loss of bodily functions 
in (deep) old age was hardly stigmatizing as the loss was 
socially constructed as a sign of increasing other-worldliness. 
By linking old age with superhuman agency, the ideological 
hegemony of old age remained unbroken, despite bodily 
decline, even though the latter could herald loss of 
this-worldly status and, finally, abandonment in the bush. 
Moller and Sotshangaye discuss contemporary relations 
between Zulu grandmothers and grandchildren in South 
Africa's KwaZulu-Natal province. Though the grandmothers 
whom the two authors interviewed expressed deep concern 
about losing the respect of their grandchildren, in the eyes of 
the latter old age is, surprisingly, not denigrated as a possible 
source of moral guidance. M0ller and Sotshangaye point out 
that strains in the grandmothers-grandchildren relationship 
are located in the rapidly changing social context which eas-
ily tends to outdate the elders' teaching, rather than in the 
intergenerational politics of the family per se. Paradoxically, 
however, macro-social changes have also led to a 
re-strengthening of the grandmothers' moral authority. The 
paper also shows that successful ageing- in the sense of one' s 
personal happiness in old age - is, at least partly, relational 
defined. 
Moving northwards up the subcontinent to Mozambique, 
da Silva records the results of a case study on the situation of 
older people who had to cope with several long-standing wars 
and natural disasters in their lifetimes. She analyses the reper-
cussions which endured displacements, forced migrations 
and other war-related life-course experiences had on the lives 
of today's elderly, both at the personal and social level. In 
detailing social policy propositions she reminds us that there 
is a fundamental divergence between how older people are 
represented in some authoritative discourses and the social 
reality of old age. To overcome the prevailing negative repre-
sentations of old age is of utmost practical importance, as the 
problematicity image encourages non-participatory govern-
ment approaches and hinders thus the empowerment of the 
elderly. 
Turning to a methodological plane, Mommersteeg details 
some of the problems - and advantages - which the use of 
interpreters in qualitative research settings entail. In keeping 
with a hermeneutic approach, he shows that the interpreter is 
in fact a culture broker, rather than a mere provider of a lin-
guistically correct translation. Mommersteeg's paper illus-
trates very well that interviews which are mediated through 
interpreters are not dialogically but triologically constituted, 
as are their "products" - the storied voices of the interview-
ees. 
In her article, Coetzee reports on exploratory field research 
in an old-age centre outside Bloemfontein in South Africa's 
Free State province. Based on participant observation and 
in-depth interviews she finds that elderly residents experi-
ence old age negatively. Though this subjective reality partly 
reflects the residents' difficulties in adjusting to their ageing 
bodies, it is mainly grounded in her subjects' difficulties to 
construct a framework within which their present position in 
the world could be instilled with personal/social meaning. 
Coetzee' s paper stresses both the relevance of a life course 
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perspective and a gender-sensitive approach to the study of 
old-age experience. 
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Ageing and old age in pre-industrial Africa: 
elderly persons among 19th-century 
Xhosa-speaking peoples 
Andreas Sagner* 
Institute of Ethnology and African Studies, Ludwig Maximilians University, Germany 
Abstract 
Thusfar, African gerontologists have not attended to 
precolonial ageing, except to subscribe to a 'timeless' per-
spective rooted in modernization theory 's 'golden age narra-
tive. ' This paper sketches some dimensions of the ageing 
experience in a pre-industrial African "nation", the 
Xhosa-speaking societies in South Africa. It begins with a 
reconstruction of precolonial residence patterns and the eco-
nomic status of elderly persons before it turns to the issue of 
cultural representations of ageing and old age in the late 18th 
and 19th centuries. Notwithstanding the intimate association 
of (male) ageing with accumulation of economic resources, 
the belief in ancestors functioned as a fundamental instru-
ment by which old-age authority was upheld, apart from its 
colouring the very notion of Xhosa old age. Having examined 
the religious basis of the ageing experience, finally the 
gendered nature of old-age security is discussed. In a nut-
shell, it is argued that even though age was different in social 
and cultural terms- and was thus an important aspect of any 
individual 's identity, age alone never defined any person 's 
economic status or social identity. Gender and kinship, but 
also biographically conditioned factors, affected the experi-
ence of old age. The notion of old age as an abstract entity is a 
Western-based construct which reflects an ageist conception, 
i.e. (chronological) old age as the determinant of old peo-
ple 's identity, and the inadequate comprehension of other 
prime social processes that moulded the lives of elderly per-
sons rather than the reality of old age in precolonial Xhosa 
communities. 
Introduction 
Until now, the recent advances in African gerontology 
(Ferreira, 1997) have not led to any genuine interest in the 
history of old age in African societies and communities. A 
paucity of data imposes stringent limits on our ability to 
reconstruct the history of old age in pre-industrial African 
societies. The study of African old age, viewed from a histori-
cal perspective, is undoubtedly hampered by a dearth of rele-
vant written records and befogged by a lack of reliable 
demographic and other statistical data which would allow us, 
for example, to investigate such matters as the position in the 
household of persons of various ages, their kin relationships, 
and the actual work patterns of older persons in Africa's past. 
However, while an African historical demography of ageing 
* Address correspondence to 
- modelled on recent advances in European and American 
old age research (e.g. Kertzer & Laslett, 1995)- will proba-
bly remain unattainable, at least for the precolonial era, 1 an 
African history of old age offers some prospects of success. 
For many African countries, collections of valuable source 
material are at our disposal - even though they do not touch 
on gerontological issues per se - that have never been ana-
lyzed for the purposes of such an academic enterprise. In fact, 
it could be argued that the lack of a historical perspective in 
African gerontology mirrors the young discipline's contin-
ued reliance on modernization theory (with its attendant 
ahistoricism) - compounded by a lack of interest in the histo-
riography of old age among African historians - rather than 
non-availability of respective data per se. 
According to the standard historical narrative in African 
gerontology, modernization meant unprecedented and 
progressive status denigration of and impoverishment for the 
elderly; old age, once a privileged life-cycle phase, was 
turned to a socially and economically disadvantaged stage of 
life in the modem era. Without a doubt, there is evidence that 
African old people were degraded and impoverished during 
modernization/ industrialization. However, there is a 
tendency among scholars interested in African ageing to 
assume, rather than demonstrate, first , the role and status of 
older persons in the past and, second, the nature of historical 
transformation of old age during colonialization and modern-
ization. Recent historical research on the history of old age in 
North America and Europe has succinctly shown that lineal 
development models (whether modernization or political 
economy theory inspired) are far too deterministic and 
simplistic to account for the structural transformation of old 
age and the lived experience of old people, both in the past 
and the present (e.g. Haber & Gratton, 1994). It is about time 
that African old age research attends to the issue of historical 
(re-)constructions of old age. Before we can hope to develop 
adequate theoretical and conceptual models of the impact of 
social change on old age, we have to grasp the contrast 
between the past and the present. The understanding of the 
(pre-)colonial experience is also a necessary component in 
providing African decision makers with background to 
Africa's alleged looming "old-age crisis" (e.g. Adamchak 
1996). ' 
It is hoped that this article may contribute to such an 
emerging field of research, despite its limited scope. The 
paper focusses on the ageing experience in one pre-industrial 
Dr Andreas Sagner, Maintalstr. 1, 81243 Munich, Germany. E-mail: asagner@compuserve.com 
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African region, the Xhosa-speaking South Nguni chiefdoms 
in South Africa.2 However, this article does not (and cannot) 
claim to provide a fully-fledged account of the ageing experi-
ence in I 9th-century Xhosa-speaking communities as space 
does not allow me to dwell on contemporary historical 
changes that impinged on the social experiences of older 
people and cultural representations of old age. There is thus 
an obvious limitation in the following account- especially as 
the 19th century witnessed the final drawing of"the Xhosa" 
into the embrace of mission Christianity and Western capi-
talism, thereby setting off tremendous changes in the 
everyday world ofXhosa-speakers. As is well-known, even 
before the military conquest/colonial annexation of Xhosa 
polities (completed in 1894) and the accompanying transfor-
mation of the precolonial socio-economic and political 
systems economic expansion, Western technology and 
missionary activity had already begun to transform the Xhosa 
economy, polities and ideologies (e.g. Beinart, 1982; Peires, 
1981: 95-1 08). This paper's objective is thus very modest, 
and yet clearly ambitious as it intends to review some of the 
roles and status of premodern Xhosa elderly persons and 
intends to reconstruct the cultural conceptualizations of (old) 
age and ageing in these societies, before they were reshaped 
in the course of the intrusion of white agents of the colonial 
world.3 
Sources 
The notion "premodern" as used in this article refers to a way 
oflife which existed in the late 18th and early/mid-19th cen-
turies. Although the available written accounts of travellers, 
missionaries and other contemporary observers must be 
interpreted with (sometimes extreme) caution (cf. Pratt, 
1992), men such as Alberti (1810), Barrow (I 801/04), Kropf 
(1889), Lichtenstein (1811) and Steedman (1835) in the 19th 
century have left first-rate descriptions of the life of Xhosa 
communities before European conquest, allowing (at least) a 
glimpse of the ageing experience in the pre-industrial era. In 
this context, mention must also be made of the famous 1883 
Commission on Native Laws and Customs (Cape of Good 
Hope, 1883), which is an invaluable mine of information on 
19th-century South Nguni societies, though it has to be inter-
preted with extreme caution. In addition, due to scholarly 
activity over the past two decades, there is a rich literature on 
the dynamics of pre-industrial societies in southern Africa 
(e.g. Lewis, 1992). Insofar as these "new" social historians 
have confronted the problem of social age in their analyses, 
their work is of utmost relevance for any history of old age. 
Since anthropology has a long and distinguished tradition 
in South Africa, we have some excellent ethnographies on 
Xhosa-speaking peoples (e.g. Hammond-Tooke, 1962; 
Hunter, 1936; Kuckertz, 1990). Although "it is obvious that 
one cannot take contemporary rural societies and cultures as 
being identical to those of these same societies before 
contact, yet it is true that some customs, values, attitudes and 
ways oflife have persisted to the present (original emphasis)" 
(Hammond-Tooke, 1993: 9). Cautiously used, 20th-century 
ethnographic monographs can therefore be used to throw 
light on the Xhosa past. This applies particularly to Monica 
Hunter's seminal study on the Mpondo: based on field 
research in the early I 930s, many of her older informants 
were born and had grown up in the precolonial era. In 
contrast, Fuller's often quoted review article, Ageing among 
Southern African Bantu (Fuller, 1972), proved to be hardly 
helpful as it makes no explicit reference to the 
Xhosa-speaking peoples. It is fair to argue that the article's 
selective use of the (then) available sources reflects its rather 
extensive scope of reference; the latter also contributes to the 
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decontextualization of the ageing experience of the 
pre-industrial elderly. 
Homesteads, production and older persons 
The precolonial Xhosa inhabited large tracts oftoday's East-
em Cape Province in South Africa. Cattle were the mainstay 
of their economy, permeating almost every aspect of social 
life, from marriage to religion. Milk provided the main food, 
although agricultural produce was an important supplement.4 
Patrilineal kinship and economically almost self-sufficient 
homesteads were crucial structural principles defining the 
social identity of the individual ( cf. Kuckertz, 1990). The 
Xhosa lived in large complex homesteads (umzi, pl. imizi), 
both lineally and laterally extended, and, as a rule, compris-
ing several independent (partly) polygynous joint families 
(i.e. households). Women moved to the homes of their hus-
bands on marriage. As marriage was exogamous, wives 
belonged to other descent groups (i.e. clans) than their hus-
bands, making them structural outsiders in their new homes. 
According to the 1848 census of theN gqika Xhosa- the first 
census of an African people in southern Africa- the average 
homestead comprised between 24 and 25 persons (Lewis, 
1992; cf. Brownlee, 1858: 128-129). In his seminal analysis 
of this census, Lewis found that the largest homesteads com-
prised more than 100 persons, while the smallest housed only 
three individuals.5 Obviously, marriage did not automatically 
lead to the establishment of an independent umzi (e.g. Cape of 
Good Hope, 1883: 1479, 1518, 7746;6 Hammond-Tooke, 
1962: 35, 39). In fact, Lewis found that about half of all mar-
ried men lived in larger imizi. Even though pre-industrial 
life-course trajectories and cultural beliefs encouraged all 
men to marry and to establish their own umzi, many married 
men remained in their parents' (or other kin's) homes - par-
ticularly younger sons (e.g. Alberti, 1810: 58; Kropf, 1889: 
131 ). Among the Bhaca there was a saying: "As he is the 
youngest [son] the parents must die with him" 
(Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 152). 
As heads of (composite) households, younger married men 
who still lived in their parents' homesteads held authority 
within their respective households but not beyond. "In fact 
the homestead head was a little king within his domain, with 
powers of life and death over all who lived in it" 
(Hammond-Tooke, 1993: 55). Among the Xhosa proper and 
other South Nguni, all homestead members remained minors 
in economic and legal terms, irrespective of their respective 
(biological and/or social) age. But even if sons did move out, 
immediate pragmatic concerns such as availability of near 
kin and cultural prescriptions made them settle nearby. As a 
consequence, imizi of close patrilineal kin used to group 
together for mutual assistance (agnatic clusters). Further, 
independent residency did not mean abandonment of the 
parental homestead or complete liberation from parental 
control. Among the Mpondo there was a saying that yonke 
impahla kayise xa uyise esekho, meaning "all his property is 
his father's while his father is alive" (Hunter, 1936: 121-122). 
During his father's lifetime a man remained under his 
authority (e.g. Kropf, 1889: 134). (This even held true 
beyond death, when the father assumed the character of an 
ancestor spirit (cf. Pauw, 1975: 156-165).) As an African 
witness to the famous 1883 Commission on Native Laws and 
Customs put it: 
Had he {the father} any power over you after you got mar-
ried? - Yes, I was under my father all his life time. If a 
father tells his son to go to another kraal, he gives him so 
many cattle, and says 'go and build over there. ' The father 
commands the whole family during his life time (Cape, 
1883: 1480). 
The complex and large settlement structures were strongly 
related to the particular economic and political circumstances 
faced by precolonial Xhosa communities. First, given the 
scattered residence patterns of homesteads, effective military 
protection depended to some extent on a large number of 
able-bodied men (Holden, 1866: 226; Native Economic 
Commission (hereafter NEC), 1930-32: 3410). Second, 
homestead size was intimately related to the control of eco-
nomic resources. The availability ofland and access to cattle 
affected a married couple's decision to disengage from the 
husband's parents' umzi. As males accumulated productive 
resources as they grew older, younger men (and their fami-
lies) often perforce encountered fundamental problems of 
getting access to necessary economic resources and estab-
lishing their independence. (Although land was not a scarce 
resource per se in precolonial Xhosa chiefdoms, 
well-watered and fertile fields often tended to be (cf. Kay, 
1833: 142).) Further, since cattle were the principal medium 
of exchange in marriage contracts, it was primarily elderly 
men who could acquire many wives and thus fields, thereby 
in turn increasing their wealth and - as status largely 
depended on dispensing hospitality and showing generosity -
prestige. Hence, larger and wealthier imizi tended to be con-
trolled by older men (and members of the royal families). 
Structurally, there was then a main contradiction between 
unmarried men, married men who settled in larger imizi, and 
the mass of younger homestead heads, often indebted to 
wealthier heads of homesteads on the one hand and the small 
group of older and dominant homestead heads, who 
controlled a large part of the societal economic resources in 
the form of cattle, labour and productive land, on the other 
hand (Lewis, 1992).7 According to the 1848 Ngqika census 
the wealthiest 25 per cent of homesteads owned over 60 per 
cent of the total cattle population (Lewis, 1992: 68-70). Since 
economic and political processes were inextricably linked in 
pre-capitalist societies, it is little wonder that this minority of 
older and wealthier homestead heads played a commanding 
role in the chiefdoms' political life: they sat at the inkundla 
(chiefs council) and held positions of political importance. 
As counsellors (amaphakathi, lit. "those inside"), or great 
men, they were the natural allies of the chiefs. Although a 
chief redistributed part of his accumulated cattle resources 
among the chiefdom's poor and needy (Peires, 1981: 32, 33; 
NEC, 1930-32: 3035-36), main beneficiaries were his great 
men whose loyalty he needed most. As Shaw observed in the 
mid-19th century: 
Hence [i.e. to render himself popular] his [the chief's] fre-
quent presents of cattle to the most important and influen-
tial of his people, ... (Shaw, 1860: 441; cf. Cape, 1883: 
7608). 
The generational conflict sketched above informed the 
expansionist drive of precolonial Xhosa chiefdoms as youn-
ger men strived for their economic and social independence 
(cf. Kay, 1833: 152). As Dugrnore (1858: 35) noted: "There 
are always numbers of young men of a restless, roving dispo-
sition ready for any career of adventure that holds out the 
prospect of obtaining cattle." However, in times of political 
change, the structural conflict in the socio-economic organi-
zation could vent its destructive force on the "old elite": as 
new incumbents to chiefly power were keen to build up their 
own power base and tried to tie men of their own generation 
to themselves, the old chiefs advisors could constitute a great 
hindrance to a young chiefs economic and political advance-
ment. Notwithstanding the fact that witchcraft accusations 
were most likely hurled at women, in times of political 
change "one after another of the old amap(h)akat(h)i [fell] a 
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victim to an accusation of witchcraft, the Kaffir state engine 
for the removal of the obnoxious" (Holden, 1866: 326; cf. 
Boyce, 1838: 61-63; Warner, 1858: 94). In the end, wealth, 
power and old-age seniority (see below) offered no reliable 
protection for the old and most influential amaphakathi. 
However, this is not the only reason why a simple 
"golden-age" model of old age does not do justice to the 
ageing experience in precolonial Xhosa communities. Apart 
from profound gender-based differences (see below), early 
reports show clearly that not all older men presided over such 
large imizi, but lived rather solitary lives in very small home-
steads (e.g. Kay, 1833: 77). Moreover, the relative affluence 
of older men must be set within the context of general scarcity 
in premodern Xhosa chiefdoms. The economic position of all 
remained fragile and perilous (e.g. Steedman, 1835, Vol. 1: 
41-42, 195-196, 253), even though smaller (and younger) 
homesteads tended to be more vulnerable to the vagaries of 
droughts and other natural calamities. 
Life course, ageing and old age 
Similar to other cultural core concepts, the endeavour to 
define the notion of(old) age among the pre-industrial Xhosa 
poses some profound problems of cultural translation. While 
the English term "old" usually refers to somebody who has 
advanced in years, chronologically measured, chronological 
age did not inform Xhosa concepts of age. As Alberti ( 1810: 
43-44; cf. Lichtenstein, 1811, Vol. 1: 346) put it: 
The description of the age of a child that is absent is usually 
described by holding the flat hand above the ground to 
indicate his height and to deduce his age from that. in the 
same way a woman says that she is one, two, three, or more 
children old, meaning that she has given birth to that num-
ber of children. Both methods of indicating age are, how-
ever, very unrealistic and apart from this, are only 
applicable in the case of children or women. The Kafirs do 
not at all know how to indicate a greater age. 
This is not to say that chronological (absolute) age was not 
indirectly available. In fact, for observers it would have been 
possible to calculate people's approximate age, based on ref-
erence to historical incidents and/or "family time." (For the 
Xhosa, however, this (theoretical) possibility was irrelevant 
as they subscribed to notions of cyclical rather than lineal 
time, defined by seasonal agricultural pursuits. In short, time 
was not an abstract entity but was indissolubly connected 
with social practice as it acted upon the passage of the seasons 
(cf. Comaroff, 1985: 66, 127).) Family memory tended to 
associate a person's birth (as well as initiation and marriage, 
etc.,) with then contemporary historical or political events 
(cf. NEC, 1930-32: 3023). Often personal names made even 
direct reference to some incident which had happened at the 
time of a person's birth (e.g. Hunter, 1936: 155). Further, the 
Xhosa showed a great concern with relative age, particularly 
in the family circle and among kin. Every person could be 
exactly placed according to his relative age vis-a-vis his 
(patrilineal) kinsmen. 
This concern with birth order was reflected in kinship 
terminology: there were different terms for an older and a 
younger brother and for an older and a younger father's 
brother, etc. In premodern Xhosa communities even slight 
differences in age carried notions of superiority and inferi-
ority; the elder had small but real prerogatives. Thus "the 
younger sons of a family [were] not competent to marry while 
their elder brother remain[ed] single" (Dugmore, 1858: 47). 
Seniority was then a relative concept; at first glance it was 
relative age that distinguished a senior (omdala, lit. oldster) 
from a junior (umntwana, lit. child) (Kuckertz, 1990: 278). 
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With increasing age there were more and more relationships 
in which one was the elder; consequently, more and more 
respect could be expected. However, given the demographics 
of reproduction, seniority by relative age did not necessarily 
equal seniority by generation, and vice versa. In fact, 
age-based hierarchy and inequality were easily eclipsed by 
genealogical/kinship differences, based on primogeniture 
(and generational membership); this reflected the signifi-
cance of the patrilineal principle in South Nguni societies. 
Seniority as a cultural concept and social practice was, there-
fore, not unambiguous nor as clear-cut as a simple 
gerontocratic model would imply (cf. Fuller, 1972). 
Referring to the Mpondo among whom the eldest grandson 
inherited the property of his grandfather, Hunter stated: 
So strong is the emphasis on primogeniture that when the 
eldest son of an eldest son is already a married man when 
his grandfather dies, he takes precedence of a younger 
brother of his father living in his deceased grandfather's 
umzi, and becomes head of the umzi. 'It is the nephew who 
kills. He is older than his uncle' (sic!) (Hunter, 1936: 29; cf. 
Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 49). 
Hunter's observation shows, again, that spiritual authority 
was not vested in old age per se. And spiritual authority did 
not necessarily coincide with economic and political power. 
In any case, age and kinship differences constituted only two 
loci of morally sanctioned seniority. Rank (referring to the 
nob I e/ commoner divide) and gender (see below) were others. 
The Xhosa-speaking peoples also conceptually distin-
guished several stages of life. Neglecting differences 
between the sexes, these stages were childhood, boy-/girl-
hood, young adulthood, full adulthood and senior adulthood8 
(Wilson et al., 1952: 109-110; cf. Van Eeden, 1991 : 11-24). 
Ideally, these stages stood in a hierarchical relationship to 
each other. With the passage from one stage to the next, a 
person acquired more status and seniority, most notably 
within his/her gender group. For women this increase of 
authority was revealed, for example, at rituals and beer drinks 
(e.g. Liebenberg, 1997: 361-363). Linguistically the last 
stage was set apart by putting the adjective - k(h)ulu (lit. 
large, great, big) behind the nouns indoda (i.e. (full) man) and 
umfazi (i.e. (full) woman). However, apart from boys' initia-
tion and girls' puberty ceremonies, transitions from one 
life-stage to the next were only rarely marked by distinctive 
rituals. This almost complete lack of life-course rituals- as 
symbolic expressions of the transfer of individuals from one 
social position to another - after initiation (and marriage) 
showed that ageing was conceived as a gradual process 
without conspicuous status breaks and changes. Except for 
promotion to the status of full adulthood which tended to be 
formalized and signalized by a feast in the local cultural 
models, there was no vital change of status in later life which 
had to be "managed" by any ritual. 
Although we lack conclusive evidence of premodern 
Xhosa formal age categorization, following Wilson 's and 
Van Eeden's research, one may infer that the social promo-
tion of (full) men (amadoda) and (full) women (abafazi) to 
the status of senior adulthood (i.e. old age) was traditionally 
rather flexible; according to them the transition neither took 
place on a formal basis nor was it tied to any particular social 
role (e.g. grandparenthood) or physical state (e.g. meno-
pause). Monica Wilson eta/. (1952: 114) quote an informant, 
in 1950, stating that a man or a woman knew "when it was 
their time" to become an indoda enkulu or an umfazi 
omkhulu, despite the lack of any fixed cultural timetable for 
these promotions. Van Eeden ( 1991: 19-20), referring to his 
field research among the Xhosa proper in the late 1980s, 
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stated that "old age and the aged in Xhosa society cannot be 
considered independently of other age categories in the life 
cycle," as formal transition to senior adulthood was, in the 
case of women, "determined by marriage sequence as well as 
the number of younger women who [had already] joined the 
ranks of[the old age] category." A similar logic, based on the 
number of initiation associations ascended to senior adult-
hood status, arguably prevailed in the case of men. In both 
cases the transition to senior status was made individually, 
effected by common consent of the already senior men and 
women. Looking at the ageing experience in the 20th century, 
both authors argued that in chronological terms the life stage 
of(formal) old age started at about 60. From a demographic 
point of view, there is no a priori reason why this should not 
have been the case in 19th-century Xhosa communities as 
well.9 
However, earlier sources would suggest that old age (i.e. 
senior adulthood) denoted, colloquially at least, primarily 
"maturity," and referred to manhood (ubudoda) and woman-
hood (ubufazi) (cf. Cape, 1883: 1470-71 ).It is significant that 
the Xhosa expression abantu abadala, commonly translated 
as "old people" and considered an alternative term to catego-
rize senior men and women (Hunter, 1936: 231; Van Eeden, 
1991: 15), is rendered as "grown-up people" in McLaren's 
dictionary ( 1915). This corresponds closely with other earlier 
evidence. African witnesses told the Native Economic 
Commission in 1930, for example, that in "the olden days" 
only long-married women "who had at least four children" 
and "were [thus] old" were allowed to attend beer drinks 
(NEC, 1930-32: 3020, 3040). Interestingly, Van Eeden 
( 1991: 18) emphasized that permission to attend such feasts 
was an indication that a woman had reached the stage of(full) 
womanhood. And a male African witness pointed out that a 
man regarded himself as old when he had a "big son" (NEC, 
1930-32: 2712). Arguably then, the cultural distinction 
between old age and full adulthood was a difference of degree 
rather than kind, despite the prevailing system of formal age 
categorization. Hunter (1936: 237) indirectly realized that, 
when she indicated that an "old" woman was "not necessarily 
past child-bearing, but a person of consequence in her umzi" 
(Hunter, 1936: 237). 
Principally, formal age categories as cultural constructs 
were to a large extent divorced from chronological or biolog-
ical ageing. This was particularly evident in the social 
construction of manhood. In most South Nguni societies, 
circumcision was a sine qua non for distinguishing boyhood 
from manhood. An uninitiated adult man was therefore a 
contradiction in terms, or, as Warner put it: "An 
uncircumcised male, though as old as Methuselah, would still 
be considered but a boy in the estimation of Kafir society 
(original emphasis)" (Warner, 1858: 103; cf. Dugmore, 
1858: 160). Evidently, age identities were not a simple 
intrinsic attribute of the ageing process. In fact, despite the 
transformative power and centrality of rituals in some 
life-course transitions, age identities were rather a capacity 
which had to be revealed in interaction with others. In other 
words, a person's age identity was, in part, informed by what 
he/she did (and how he/she did it). Arguably, this held partic-
ularly true for the normative redefinition of a person as "old". 
To describe old-age identity as an abstract status would thus 
be to reify it unwarrantably. 
Given the indigenous Xhosa notion of personhood as a 
processual entity (i.e. as something continuously growing 
with the acquisition of experience and age), the available 
evidence would indicate that old age was culturally construed 
not as decay but as perfection of the former stage of full adult-
hood. This was mirrored in the metaphorical association of 
old age with wisdom and experience- the latter being one of 
the fundamental signifiers of old age (Holden, 1866: 112, 
115, 124; Laubscher, 1937: 92). However, precolonial Xhosa 
conceptions of ageing were somewhat contradictory. On the 
one hand Xhosa concepts of ageing were definitely 
non-linear, i.e. they went beyond biological and bodily states 
and processes. Its essence resided in its relation to the umzi, 
law (isiko) (cf. Mayer & Mayer, 1970: 173) as well as the 
supernatural sphere of the ancestor spirits (amathongo or 
izinyanya) (see below). Contrary to modem Western concep-
tions, functioning ofbodily parts was not a major concern of 
cultural old-age constructions among the Xhosa. On the other 
hand there was an awareness of age-related physical changes 
(e.g. grey hair, declining physical vigour), which were 
regretted and looked upon as bad things or even dreaded 
(Holden, 1866: 124, 204; Kay, 1833: 73; Kropf, 1889: 82, 
155). This ambiguity reflected an implicit ambivalence of the 
notion of adulthood itself, most notably manhood (ubudoda). 
While ubudoda as an abstract notion was explicitly defined 
morally, not biologically- following Moodie (1994: 37-39), 
ubudoda was tantamount to the just, responsible and 
generous management of the umzi, in social praxis it also 
tended to be associated with physical prowess ( cf. 
Breckemidge, 1998: 674). Among the Mpondo, apart from 
small children and pregnant women, only elderly people were 
thought to be in danger from a particular class of strong medi-
cines (amayeza) (Hunter, 1936: 156), reflecting their cultur-
ally inferred decreased body strength. 10 One of the terms used 
to address a great-grandparent (arguably, an old person in 
chronological terms) was gogo (Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 52; 
Hunter, 1936: 55), literally meaning "a thin dried-up person 
or thing" (Me Laren, 1915: 46). The verbal derivation of the 
word, ukutigogo, refers generally to somebody who "walk[s] 
with difficulty, like a hobbled horse" (Kropf, 1899: 122). 
In short, physical decline (and death) were, in part, taken as 
inevitable consequences of old age, i.e. as part of life's 
normal experience. Like their Zulu brethren the Xhosa 
believed that, to use a quote from Ngubane, "What is natural 
and alive has an inherent quality of breaking down of its own 
accord - it ages and dies" (Ngubane, 1977: 23; cf. 
Lichtenstein, 1811, Vol. 1: 315; Warner 1858: 91; Hunter 
1936: 272, 310; Pauw 1975: 146).11 However such 
age-related physical changes were, arguably, culturally not 
construed as markers having implications for a person's 
social identity although obvious frailty in old age did affect 
individuals' social identitiesY But even obvious physical 
frailness did not imply a negative status per se: such persons 
were primarily interpreted as liminal figures, associated with 
ancestor status. Generally, old age was seen through the 
lenses of a religious model that conceptualized very old 
persons, particularly if frail, as "travelling" to the supernat-
ural realm (see below). The important thing was then not the 
presence of frailty but its being a symptom of something more 
important. The notion of pathological old age- in contrast to 
normal old age (a distinction prominent in Western thinking) 
- was thus absent from the Xhosa cultural model.13 
With increasing age the male-female gender opposition 
was somewhat eclipsed by the conspicuous category of age. 
As Hunter (1936: 247) stated: "A very old woman is 'like a 
man'." Following Ngubane (1977: 77-99), this is little 
surprising as the social and cultural construction of "other-
ness" of women in patriarchal Xhosa tradition was rooted in 
their reproductive powers. Linguistically, this blurring of the 
sexual distinction among old people was expressed by using 
one term of address and reference for both grandfather and 
grandmother (umakhulu) (Hunter, 1936: 247, fn I; cf. 54; 
Kropf, 1899: 228). For women, ageing brought increasing 
Southern African Journal of Gerontology (1999), 8(2) 
integration in the homestead and clan of her husband, both 
socially and ritually. This was reflected in the relaxation and, 
partly at least, even ending of many restrictions and taboos 
imposed on younger women. They could engage in a variety 
of activities not permitted younger women, such as attending 
beer feasts. Arguably, this change of female identity in old 
age was paralleled by a convergence of interests among 
(senior) men and women, vis-a-vis the youth. However, 
ageing did not lead to a reversal of gender roles. As structural 
outsiders in their husbands' descent groups, women had far 
fewer opportunities to translate their old-age status into 
action than men (cf. Liebenberg, 1997: 365-366). In general 
terms, male-female gender roles remained complementary to 
each other and the power of husbands (heirs and other male 
guardians) over their women was not offset in old age. As in 
other southern Africa's pre-industrial societies, in indigenous 
Xhosa culture women held, irrespective of age, a marginal 
status within the political economy and cosmology (cf. Guy 
I 990). In a word, although women's power increased upon 
ageing, there is no historical or ethnographic evidence in 
support of Gutmann's (1975: 181) "cross-over effect," 
according to which old women's increased freedom of action 
tended to be paralleled by old men's growing passiveness and 
dependency. 
Most men and women retained work -related roles well into 
old age. Even though there was the socially-constructed and 
culturally-founded expectation that virtuous people should 
be able to "sit back" when they bad reached a certain age -
meaning the gradual phasing out of strenuous work in favour 
of more managerial tasks, there was never a complete cessa-
tion of work at any stage of life or a complete "exit" from 
work in pre-industrial Xhosa societies. 14 In short, withdrawal 
from strenuous work was not a response to the decline in 
physical strength but was socially constructed (cf. Hunter, 
1936: 74). The organization of production processes, the 
flexible nature of the division of labour and the lack of 
specialization meant that even (impaired) elderly people 
remained integrated in the daily routine of the communities 
and were thus able to contribute to the economic well-being 
of the homestead (e.g. Hunter, 1936: 85,87, 93; cf. Halperin, 
1987). In fact, (social) age even qualified a person for certain 
occupational roles; for example, midwives or circumcisers 
were ideally old people (Dugmore, 1858: 161 -1 62). And 
while most crafts were considered common knowledge or 
done by specialists, some crafts were de facto the work of 
older women (e.g. weaving) or older men (e.g. the manufac-
ture of skin dressing) ( cf. Hunter, 1936: 99-101 ). 
Finally, there was no sign, either for men or women, of 
sharp demographic boundaries in adulthood. Women only 
stopped bearing children when their eldest daughter was 
going to have a baby (Kropf, 1889: 152), at the earliest (cf. 
Hunter, 1936: 208). Arguably, women bore children until 
their mid- or late thirties (or even later). As men married later 
than women and, if feasible, even married another wife in late 
life, Xhosa men- but also women - tended to simultaneously 
perform grandparental and parental roles in old age. Among 
the Xhosa, old age was not a "post-parental phenomenon" 
(Gutmann, 1975). Even if older individuals had no small chil-
dren of their own, their homesteads often comprised such 
youngsters, as it was quite common for parents to send one of 
their children to the latter's grandparents. Among the 
Mpondo, for example, it was "customary for the eldest son of 
an eldest son to go to his paternal grandfather when weaned, 
and to grow up in his umzi;" apart from this, maternal grand-
parents could also ask for the "loan" of a grandchild (Hunter, 
1936: 24, 27-28, 47, 120; cf. Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 52, 
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152-153). In any case, there was no particular residence 
pattern that could be clearly associated with old age. 
Respect, ancestors and elders 
An overriding principle of interaction and social order was -
and still is ( cf. Liebenberg, 1997; Van Eeden, 1991)- the rule 
of respect (intlonipho) to seniors, especially those of one's 
descent group (e.g. Kropf, 1889: 94). As Harnmond-Tooke 
(1974: 360) argued: "Perhaps the most fundamental moral 
prescription [was] the need to show respect ... to lineage 
seniors as, indeed, to all members of the senior generation. 
This respect [was] inculcated from the earliest years." Partic-
ularly children were taught absolute obedience to parents 
(Hunter, 1936: 162-3). Alberti (1810: 57-8) reported: 
Children treat their parents with respect, and accept their 
advice, even when they have reached maturity and are 
masters of their own households.lnfact, parents exercise a 
certain reasonable authority over their children, which is 
founded on the obedience of the latter, and which endures 
throughout their lives. No Kaffir marries without first hav-
ing obtained the consent of his parents. It is just as unlikely 
that someone would exchange a head of cattle or undertake 
something of that nature, without havingfirst spoken to his 
father about it, and obtained his consent thereto, even in 
the case of his already being a grandfather himself 
Old people, whether related or not, were entitled to be greatly 
respected. Although 19th-century observers may have some-
what romanticized the position of"the" elderly - as a strategy 
to use Xhosa morality as a model of virtue for their Christian 
readers ( cf. Alberti, 1810: 58), there is in fact little doubt that 
the principle of respect to seniors permeated pre-industrial 
Xhosa societies. By showing respect, and thus self-restraint, 
juniors showed moral strength; by living up to the normative 
model of generational respect, juniors matured morally, 
building up their own personhood. However, at the very basis 
of intergenerational relations lay - apart from old men's con-
trol of material resources (see above)- the belief in the spirits 
of ancestors (amathonga or izinyanya; sg. ithongo or 
isinyanya). 
First, there was no clear-cut separation between living 
seniors and ancestors, reflecting the lack of a basic distinction 
between the natural and supernatural domains in the indige-
nous religion of the South Nguni. Xhosa tradition involved 
definite ideas about the enduring presence of the amathonga 
with the living, localized in the homestead. Persons who were 
(chronologically/biologically) very old, were even referred 
to as amathongo; in exceptional cases they could even act as 
an ithongo (Hunter, 1936: 231-32; cf. Hammond-Tooke, 
1962: 52-53, 89). Hammond-Tooke {1962: 234) quotes an 
old Bhaca man as stating: "0 ld people are almost amathfongo 
[Bhaca spelling of amathonga ], and if one disobeys them or is 
cheeky or stubborn they may curse one." However, though 
spiritually often quite powerful old people could not act as 
recipients of sacrificial offerings (i.e. the biological and spiri-
tual domains were only partly blurred). There is some 
evidence that in Xhosa religious thought, only old people and 
other persons of weight and influence would become 
amathongo after death, influencing the lives of their living 
descendants (cf. Pauw, 1975: 130-131, 136). In any case, the 
reinstatement of a dead person as an effective ancestor 
depended on his/her having living descendants of the right 
category. The incapability of youth and social juniors to 
become amathonga points to their cultural representation as 
not fully grown-up and developed human beings. The use of 
the term khokho for a great-grandparent reflected this associ-
ation of old age with ancestorhood; according to McLaren's 
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(1915) concise Xhosa-English dictionary the term may be 
translated as grandparent, ancestor and progenitor ( cf. Kropf, 
1899: 190). Obviously, the belief in ancestral spirits was an 
effective sanction for the respect for seniors; as the prosperity 
of the living depended upon the goodwill ofthe dead. "A man 
would hesitate before quarrelling with some one who after 
death would be an ithongo to him" (Hunter, 1936: 266; cf. 
Fuller, 1972: 70). This applied particularly to one's father and 
paternal grandfather who became the most effective ances-
tors after death, reflecting their former extensive jural powers 
over their (grand)children. Yet, although ritual and belief 
were mainly concerned with patrilineal ancestors, in most 
South Nguni societies deceased mothers - and certain other 
maternal kinspeople - were also thought to possess ancestral 
influence over their children and kin (Hunter, 1936: 233; 
Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 120, 234-235; Wilson et al., 1952: 
194). 
Second, only ritual elders as the genealogically senior 
males of the respective agnatic clusters and senior men (and 
sometimes senior women) could approach the amathonga, 
both the undifferentiated "ancestor collective" of the clan and 
the recently dead of the localised kinship groups. Elders 
played therefore the key roles in rituals, both in life-course 
rituals as well as in life-crisis rituals (e.g. in cases of sick-
ness). As Comaroff (1985: 83) has noted with respect to the 
Tswana: "Estrangement from these [senior] men meant 
estrangement from the most potent source of effectiveness in 
everyday life." Rituals not only confirmed elders' dominant 
position but also legitimated their control of resources. For 
example, initiation rituals expressed and reaffirmed the 
centrality of generation interdependence and 
intergenerational power imbalances as officially sanctioned 
values of society15 (e.g. Kropf, 1889: 127; cf. Turner, 1967: 
265). Insofar as genealogical seniority and age were interde-
pendent, the ability to approach ancestors constituted an 
important age-linked asset. 
Third, in the Xhosa cultural model, "There was a complex 
relationship between harmonious social life and the 
wellbeing of man, beast and crops" (Hammond-Tooke, 199 3: 
98). In precolonial world-view it was failure in social rela-
tions that caused failure in health and fortune. Apart from 
witchcraft or sorcery and ritual pollution, wrath of ancestors 
was the most important explanation of illness and misfortune. 
Among the pre-industrial Xhosa any violation of the estab-
lished social and moral order, particularly a lack of respect to 
senior kin, tended to incense ancestral spirits, courting 
misfortune on the culprit. As the Xhosa put it in a saying, uya 
kuhlelwa ngamashwa edlala ngabantu abadala nje, meaning 
" misfortunes will befall him, since he plays the fool with old 
people" (Qayiso, 1964: 3). Disobedience to the living seniors 
thus equalled disobedience to the dead ancestors. Old-age 
authority was a reflection of the authority of the ancestors on 
whose benevolence all the living depended (cf. Kuckertz, 
1990: 227-269). 
However, it would be imprecise to picture the concept of 
(generational) authority with reference only to such supernat-
ural beliefs. First, although intergenerational attitudes and 
practices were informed by power imbalances, local cultural 
models also stressed the moral responsibilities of elderly 
power holders, particularly regarding their lineal descendants 
(e.g. Kropf, 1889: 139-140). Rights to respect and seniority 
on the part ofthe aged were matched by their duties to further 
the interests of their homesteads, families, kinship groups, 
etc. Old-age seniority was not meant to safeguard individual 
rights, but rather the rights of the families . The rule of 
seniority was tempered by the great stress on the obligations 
of individuals compared with their rights, so characteristic of 
customary law (Hammond-Tooke, 1993: 89; cf. 
Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 47-48; Hunter, 1936: 121-132). 
You say a son must obey his father whether he is ordered to 
do a wrong or right thing?- If the thing in itself is wrong, 
then the son need not obey, because a case of that kind 
would bring trouble on the family (Cape, 1883: 1558). 
Second, and connected therewith, (dis )respect was 
situationally defined. Whether a mode of action equalled dis-
respect or not was dependent on the action's context. In cer-
tain contexts, "disrespectful" behaviour towards one's 
superiors was morally justified. Seniors' alleged anti-social 
behaviour, such as sorcery, for example, legitimated neglect 
and cancellation of social and affectionate ties, even with 
one' s (aged) mother (e.g. Kropf, 1889: 60; Steedman, 1835, 
Vol. 2: 278). This points to an even more fundamental fact: in 
actual social life "respect," as a moral principle, has never had 
one referent only; although in Xhosa society 
intergenerational relations were relations of authority and 
inequality, modem ethnography would suggest that even the 
normative rule of intergenerational respect may have always 
allowed some behavioural leeway as the latter's precise 
meaning can be easily contentious and negotiable, given the 
multiplicity of domains of daily life ( cf. Kuckertz, 1997). 
Gender, old age and social security 
As delineated above, older men tended to head large home-
steads; patrilineal descent, religious beliefs and control of 
economic resources ensured that Xhosa men in old age con-
tinued to hold power over their descendants, ensuring secu-
rity in old age even if they were no longer active workers. 
Although in customary law a man had no right to dispose of 
his property by will, thereby disinheriting the legitimate 
heirs, a man was free to "publicly disinherit a son for repeated 
misbehaviour" (Hunter, 1936: 121, cf. 241; cf. 
Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 51 , 154). Disinheritance was a last 
resort open to old men whose sons, as representatives of the 
homestead's separate "houses" (see Note 16), began "to lose 
sight of the fact that they are simply their father 's agents and 
ignore the old man and his claims altogether" (Native Appeal 
Court (Transkei) (hereafter, NAC), 1900: 31-32). Only in 
very rare circumstances (i.e. in cases of severe frailty) would 
an ageing homestead head hand over the management of the 
umzi to his son ( cf. Alberti, 1810: 58), albeit that he (i.e. the 
father) would retain his overall ritual and legal authority and 
status ( cf. Fuller, 1972: 54). Besides, assuming control of the 
umzi would entail the prospective heir's responsibility for the 
care of his parents. 
Even if older sons had established their own imizi, home-
steads of older men were apt to include younger sons (see 
above) and, if wealthy, other kin or even unrelated depend-
ants with their families. Moreover, the demographics of 
marriage (and the polygynous marriage system) guaranteed 
that older men could usually fall back on the support of at 
least one wife. In addition, the dynamics of reproduction 
meant that even in old age many men could hope to obtain 
bridewealth from the marriage of their still nubile daughters; 
the bridewealth institution thus functioned as a kind of(male) 
old-age insurance. The implications of the lobo/a institution 
went even further: among most South Nguni a man was 
responsible for assisting his sons in obtaining their first 
wives, by providing at least part of the lobo/a cattle for them. 
In return for the lobo/a cattle, " a son was expected to 'keep' 
his father, i .e. support him in his old age" (Hammond-Tooke, 
1962: 47). If the son neglected this obligation the father had 
the legally recognized right to claim the cattle back. In such 
cases the court would say in support of the father that "the 
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father is maphesahlutha, a giver and a taker." A father could 
also demand more lobo/a cattle from his son-in-law at any 
stage, as bridewealth was normally not fixed before the 
marriage was consummated (e. g. Hunter, 1936: 191; 
Steedman, 1835, Vol. 1: 241). Among the Mpondo, men 
appropriately called themselves the "banks" (amabanki) of 
their fathers-in-law (Hunter, 1936: 191 ). On the whole, secu-
rity in old age in general and nursing care in particular argu-
ably did not constitute a major problem for men. 
For women, sons (and daughters-in-law) were the primary 
source of security in old age. Following Lewis (1992: 76, 
table 1), among the Ngqika Xhosa almost a quarter of all 
females beyond girlhood were widowed in 1848. Despite the 
particularities of the socio-economic context in 1848 (see 
Note 5), it is fair to assume that widowhood was an integral 
part of the female life course, most notably of the latter life 
stages. A husband's death, however, did not automatically 
disrupt an ageing Xhosa woman's life. In fact, the loss of her 
husband significantly reduced the demands on a woman's 
labour power (cf. Holden, 1866: 211). According to 
customary law the late husband's family was bound to 
support the widow by providing her with the necessary 
resources for her household economy - as long as she 
continued to live at the homestead of her husband's heir, or a 
(reasonable) place designated by him, and was willing to 
continue to perform the domestic duties of a wife (Bennett, 
1995: 416-417). (Apart from the Xhosa proper and the 
Thembu, a widow who was still of child-bearing age was 
often taken by a junior brother of her deceased husband; 
acting as a levir, the latter tried to raise up "seed to the 
deceased ' s family" (ukungena) (Cape, 1883: 618; 
Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 138-139; Kropf, 1889: 152).) 
Besides, any widow could "legally demand assistance from 
any of those who have partaken of her dowry," for lobo/a 
cattle was "considered by the law to be held in trust for the 
benefit of [the woman] and children, should she be left a 
widow" (Dugmore, 1858: 55; cf. Cape, 1883: 493,597-580, 
1420,3702, 7403; NAC, 1900: 30-31). Further, as long as an 
elderly widow remained an active worker, she could get 
along with only sporadic help from kin. In fact, ageing 
women had attained skills and knowledge that made them 
most valuable workers in their homesteads: older women 
were, for instance, midwives, child nurses and storytellers 
par excellence, and being free from the impurity of menstrua-
tion (umlaza), older women even fulfilled important ritual 
roles in their imizi (Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 53, 73-76, 84, 
106, 109, 238-239; Hunter, 1936: 150-151, 162; Laubscher, 
1937: 108). 
However, frailty could herald a turning point for an elderly 
woman, and one which could doom her to great need and 
want, particularly if she had no children. Having no son was a 
particular disadvantage as well as a source of personal 
sadness, for it deprived women both of an important source of 
prestige - of the mother-in-law role (vis-a-vis a daugh-
ter-in-law) and of security in case of widowhood. According 
to Kropf, a mid-century German-speaking missionary in 
South Africa, in these cases widows often tended to be 
regarded as servants (Dienstmiigde) by their late husband's 
families (Kropf, 1889: 136; cf. Cape, 1883: 2480). Thembu 
witnesses to the Cape Commission on Native Laws and 
Customs were adamant that in the case of childless widows 
(past child-bearing age), bridewealth did not function as "a 
kind of poor-law" as "the father of the husband gets the cattle 
back if she has no children; even if she has and they die, the 
ikazi [i.e. the bridewealth cattle] goes back"; in other words, 
in such cases a woman's own patrilineal connections stopped 
being a source of power and security against ill-treatment by 
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the family of her former husband (Cape, 1883: 7043, 7780; 
but see 3702; cf. NEC, 1930-32: 3026). It is fair to assume 
that a childless widow's frailty easily led to her economic and 
social marginalization and discrimination, particularly in 
homesteads with a disadvantageous balance between produc-
tive and unproductive members. There is some indirect 
evidence of this. In his seminal work on the precolonial 
Xhosa proper, Peires made clear that it was primarily women 
who perforce sought refuge on mission stations in the early 
19th century; most were widows, others were physically 
disabled or "just too old" (Peires, 1981: 76; cf. Steedman, 
1835, Vol. 1: 47-50). And it is certainly no accident that while 
there are several 19th-century case histories of destitute and 
maltreated Xhosa women, there are only very few of impov-
erished elderly men (Iliffe, 1987: 72-73; Sagner, n.d.). 
Generally speaking, older widows preferred to live with 
their sons in whose homesteads they became the inkosikazi 
(lit. female chief), i.e. the umzi 's principal woman. It was not 
uncommon for women whose adult sons had established their 
own independent umzi to even leave their husbands to live 
with one of their sons - usually either their eldest son (as 
among Xhosa proper) or their youngest son (as among the 
Mpondo) (Hunter, 1936: 24-25; Kropf, 1889: 152-153; cf. 
NAC, 1900: 18-19). (It should be remembered that adult 
sons, if they had moved out, tended to live near their father's 
umzi. Nevertheless, such a departure was only feasible if the 
woman's husband had more than one wife.) In short, not only 
widows could expect to receive extensive services from their 
sons (particularly their oldest/youngest ones), their respec-
tive daughter-in-laws and grandchildren. In any case, in case 
of frailty women did primarily rely on (one of) their 
co-resident daughter-in-law(s) to take care of them. Female 
care and economic security in old age was, in effect, primarily 
tied to lineal ties and relationships. In contrast, (older) men 
depended in these respects more heavily on their wives as 
"avoidance rules" (ukuhlonipha) precluded, for example, 
their physical care by their daughters-in-Jaw. Effective secu-
rity in old age exacted thus somewhat different life course 
strategies from men and women ("investment" in children 
versus "investment" in wives). 
Even though women were perpetual minors throughout 
life, a son who had inherited the so-called house property16 on 
his father's death had to consult his mother about the disposal 
of it as long as she Jived; only after her death could the son 
gain complete control over it (Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 150, 
153; Hunter, 1936: 122). Sons were legally obliged to care for 
their elderly mothers. However, the extent of filial piety 
depended on a woman's life-course accomplishments. A 
woman who had worked hard for the benefit of her house-
hold, i.e. who had due to her economic diligence (inkuthalo ), 
a female core duty, and shrewdness augmented her "house 
property" and had thus helped to promote the social career of 
her (former) husband and, indirectly, her sons, was arguably 
in a better position to ask for support and assistance in old age 
(cf. Callaway, 1905: 28;Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 68; Hunter, 
1936: 382-383). 
Several 19th-century observers reported indirect 
gerontocide (through abandonment) in cases of terminal 
illness or extreme frailty in old age (e.g. Dugmore, 1858: 164; 
Kropf, 1889: 160; Steedman, 1835, Vol. 1: 48-49; Warner, 
1858: 105)P Shaw, a Wesleyan missionary, for example, 
stated that: 
... very frequently, the sick, when supposed to be in extre-
mis, are carried out and placed in some hole, or in any 
opening in the rocks, and there left to their fate. This was 
almost invariably done with very aged persons. Unnatural 
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sons have been known to take the aged widows of their 
fathers, and place them in some crag in the woods, while 
the poor dying creature has been heard to solicit in vain for 
water to cool the thirst occasioned by fever. When Mission-
aries, becoming acquainted with these circumstances, 
have remonstrated against the inhumanity, the defence was 
always ready, '0, this old person is already as good as 
dead. Why should we prolong a life which has ceased to be 
of any use, and of one who can now enjoy no more plea-
sure?' (Shaw, 1872: 172). 
Shaw's observation has to be seen in the total context of 
indigenous notions of pollution. The practice of abandon-
ment must not be interpreted as an instance of negative atti-
tudes towards the "very aged" (as Shaw implicitly claimed), 
but rather as a reflection of Xhosa beliefs in mystical distur-
bance or danger. Generally, among all Xhosa-speaking peo-
ples, death and contact with a corpse were associated with 
dangerous ritual impurity (umlaza). And frailness as a condi-
tion of being too weak to fulfil any normal role expectations 
allegedly could signify abnormality (but see Note 11 ), being 
inherently dangerous for "normal" people (cf. Ngubane 
1977: 88-89). Until early in the 19th century, the Xhosa 
proper used to remove a dying person from the umzi to meet 
his end in the veld or forest, and the corpse, except that of a 
person of some political prominence, was left unburied 
(Pauw, 1975: 100, 119-121; cf. Kay, 1833 : 192-203). As the 
abandonment of very frail elders (and other intractably sick 
persons) prevented supernatural pollution of the social world, 
it was primarily a ritual activity motivated by religious ideol-
ogy, rather than a seemingly pitiless means of relieving youn-
ger people of an economic burden (though that may, 
occasionally, have played some role). Alberti made this poi-
gnantly clear: 
If one sees that a sick person belonging to the ordinary 
classes is about to die, he is moved out of the hut to the 
shade of some bushes, a little distance from the abode, and 
is laid on a grass resting place that has been prepared. A 
fire is let near to the dying person and a vessel of water 
placed next to him; also the husband remains with his 
dying wife, or the wife with her husband, and other close 
relations also keep him company. At signs of passing, 
water is poured on his face, in order, where possible, to 
resuscitate him. If this remedy fails, and one is convinced 
that he has died, then one moves away from the corpse 
without delay, and leaves it to the wolves [hyaenas], with-
out touching the body again, or removing any of the orna-
ments. Apart from the husband or wife, no one usually 
remains with the dying person until his death. The sur-
rounding relatives stay some distance away, and call to the 
former to enquire about his condition (Alberti, 1810: 
93-94). 
In the case of decrepit elders it was not only the threat of ritual 
contamination which informed eventual neglect. As sketched 
above, according to local cultural models, such persons were 
neither fully human nor did they fully partake of the ancestral 
world; that is, they were in transition. As the Xhosa sub-
scribed to the notion of a limited natural life span (see above), 
serious illness in old age could also easily be construed as a 
call by the amathonga for the old person (cf. Laubscher, 
1937: 105, 295-297). Yet, abandonment as a death-hastening 
practice was more than just an appropriate means to expedite 
the inevitable completion of a person's passage to the world 
of the amathonga. When a writer such as Krige (1936: 160) 
reports a Zulu ritual of"sending home" (ukugodusa) the too 
frail, one is inclined to accept it as widespread among 
19th-century Nguni peoples. In the classic terms of Van 
Gennep ( 1908), abandonment of a frail elderly person may be 
seen as the segregation phase of the respective person's last 
rite de passage. Hence, by leaving an old frail person in the 
bush, a space "unconstrained by the categories and relations 
of the social world" (Comaroff, 1985: 95), the individual's 
liminal status was symbolized. It is important to note that to 
the South Nguni, "death [was] merely a change of status," i.e. 
"the deceased [was] still considered a member of society," 
though on a different plane (Hammond-Tooke, 1962: 68). 
Finally, as frailness was tantamount to the loss of the basic 
human accomplishment of physical independence, it explic-
itly signified the already accomplished transformation from 
social adulthood to a state ofposthumanity. 
There is little doubt that the quality and quantity of care 
provided for those considered frail (or sick) always depended 
on the latter's social network; in Warner's words, it was 
primarily "friendless persons" (people with no relatives) who 
were "generally carried away before they are dead, and 
deposited in some fissure of bank or rock, and left to their 
fate" (Warner, 1858: 105). (Warner wrote at the time of the 
start ofleaving dying persons in huts and burying the dead.) 
However, even in the early 19th century, premature abandon-
ments were arguably very rare, given the belief in ancestors 
and the cultural stress on filial piety. It is most probable that it 
was primarily women (widows) who suffered such a fate (cf. 
Kay, 1833: 156), reflecting their structural outsider status in 
their (late) husband's descent group and homestead. 
However, there is little doubt that in times of climatic and 
political distress, it was the (too) old and the infirm in general 
who were especially vulnerable and who were, sometimes, at 
least, perforce abandoned (e.g. Steedman, 1835, Vol. 2: 269). 
Conclusion 
The paper has highlighted some dimensions of the ageing 
experience of elderly Xhosa-speaking men and women in the 
late 18th and 19th centuries. In those days there was an inti-
mate relationship between (male) ageing and accumulation 
of economic resources (cattle, wives, land), which gave 
elderly men a dominant position in the societal authority and 
power structure. Central to old-age status was the cultural 
construction of old persons as representatives of the ances-
tors, creators and guardians of cultural traditions. Religious 
belief thereby functioned as a mechanism by which elderly 
people could impose their viewpoint upon their descent 
groups and wider society. However, age was just one of the 
major axes of social difference and identity construction. 
Gender and kinship (i.e. genealogical status) intersected with 
age, making for a multiplicity of ageing experiences in 
premodern Xhosa society. Although ageing brought an 
increase in men's and women's authority, women as struc-
tural outsiders in their husbands' descent groups had less 
opportunities to translate their old-age status into action than 
men. The gendered nature of the ageing experience was par-
ticularly evident once individuals became too frail to work. 
Under such circumstances women faced a much higher risk 
of being neglected and ending their days in absolute poverty 
than men. On the whole, to equate (social/relative) age with 
superiority, and vice versa (i.e. the gerontocratic model), 
does not do justice to local praxis, even though age-based 
seniority was a dominant discursive practice in Xhosa com-
munities. 
Turning to the cultural representation of ageing, the paper 
has suggested that old age was defined morally rather than 
biologically, even though there was an awareness of 
age-related physical changes. However, decrepitude could 
herald abandonment in the bush. But this should not be inter-
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preted as a negative attitude towards old age, but must be seen 
in the total context of religious beliefs. Frail elderly persons' 
partaking in two worlds turned them into marginal, 
"polluted" and potentially dangerous beings as their exis-
tence generated doubt about the difference between normal 
and abnormal. The inherent association of old age with bodily 
decline was culturally neutralized and transformed as the 
latter was construed as a manifestation of increasing 
other-worldliness. In short, although frailness signaled a 
breakdown of "normal" social personhood/identity (and of 
social constructions at large), bodily/mental deficiencies at 
the margins of life were not taken as instances for the 
"natural" problematicity of the aged body and person. 
Evidently, this indigenous construction of old age/frailness 
sharply contrasts with many strands of modem (Western) 
gerontological thinking (cf. Cohen 1998: 87-103). 
Despite its limited scope, it is hoped that the paper has 
shown that the research agenda for an African history of old 
age is a particularly rich one. Kertzer's statement (1995: 
378), though made in respect to the historical demography of 
ageing, also holds true for the emerging African history of old 
age: "The work to be done not only promises to provide us 
with a much better idea of how older people lived in the past 
but precious insight as well into the lives of all members of 
society, young and old. Moving away from an exclusive 
youth-centered viewpoint to take a perspective from the later 
years of life will continue to challenge some of our most 
deeply held paradigmas of society in the past and enrich our 
theoretical models of society." Fundamentally, sealing off 
the past holds the danger that African gerontology universal-
izes Western-based developmental models all too quickly, 
thereby jeopardizing the project of a genuine African geron-
tology which is informed by the continent's unique history 
and culturally-specific theories of ageing and the life course. 
Notes 
1. While scientific (statistical) surveys are a recent innovation in Africa, it 
is seldom acknowledged that population statistics exist for most of 
Africa for most of the 20th century ( cf. Fetter, 1990). Despite their some-
times severe shortcomings, they might be profitably used for the recon-
struction of the demography of old age. Needless to say, this intellectural 
enterprise" ... requires double courage. Scholars must be prepared to deal 
with dubious and ambivalent data that must be interrogated like unreli-
able witnesses in a court oflaw" (Fetter, 1990: 2). 
2. According to Van Warmelo's (1935) classic ethnographic classification, 
the Xhosa-speaking South (Cape) Nguni comprise the Xhosa proper, the 
Thembu, Mpondo, Mpondomise, Bhaca and the Mfengu. In this paper 
the ethnological terms "Xhosa!Xhosa-speaking peoples" are used purely 
for convenience, as a shorthand for the whole South N guni dialect group. 
This usage appears to be all the more justified as the indigenous customs 
and beliefs of "the Xhosa" did not vary conspicuously, although there 
were some (minor) variations between the composite cultural groups. 
Though the very existence of the "Xhosa( -speakers)" as a conceptual col-
lectivity was a product of the encroaching colonial world itself, such an 
understanding was already comprehensible in the mid-19th century. As 
Tiyo Soga, the first black missionary among Africans, put it in his jour-
nal, in 1865: " ... the Kaffir races of - Tambookies - Mapondo's -
Napondomisi - Mabomvana - Galekas - Zulu's - MaSwazi - These 
races are all pure, Kaffir races - one in language & manners - with but 
slight differences" (Williams, 1983: 39). 
3. Despite the dangers that such an approach necessarily entails - dangers 
which were strongly emphasized by one of the anonymous reviewers-
there can be little doubt about the heuristic value of such a rather struc-
tural analysis and description (cf. Harnrnond-Tooke, 1993). In fact, the 
article provides the background of a forthcoming paper which concen-
trates on the way 19th-century Christianization changed indigenous 
modes of dealing with/constructing old age and bodily decline (Sagner, 
n.d.). 
4. This is, of course, a rather short if not simplistic description of the value 
of cattle and agricultural produce in Xhosa societies. For more detailed 
accounts of these (and other) elements of Xhosa practice and culture, the 
reader is invited to tum to the cited ethnographic and historical studies. 
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5. Admittedly, as a result of then prevailing impoverishment and social dis-
location (caused by the 1846/47 seventh frontier war), many smaller 
homesteads had disintegrated in the pre-census months, their former 
members having joined better established homesteads (Lewis, 1992: 64, 
72). Moreover, precolonial history has shown that average household 
sizes could wax and wane quite considerably over time, depending on the 
wider political economy of the respective chiefdoms (e.g. Beinart, 1982: 
18-22). Nonetheless, there is abundant evidence that confirms that 
19th-century homesteads tended to be much larger than today (e.g. Bar-
row, !80!/04: 192; Steedman, 1835, Vol. 2: 268; Wilson, 1969: 116). 
6. This Commission report will hereafter be quoted as Cape 1883; the num-
bers do not refer to page numbers but to numbered answers given by wit-
nesses to the commission. 
7. However, it is debatable whether this small group of wealthy homestead 
heads constituted a class in the Marxist sense of an exploitive category, 
vis-a-vis the younger male homestead members/younger homestead 
heads. As Hammond-Tooke ( 1993: 69) has emphasized, "all members of 
a homestead were personally concerned in the fortunes of the family herd 
and sons owed their very marriages to house cattle which, in any event, 
they would inherit." 
8. It must be noted that this is somewhat of an oversimplification. Both 
among men and women finer life-course distinctions were made, particu-
larly (but not only) with respect to youth and adolescence (cf. Wilson et 
a/., 1952: I 09-11 0). 
9. Early sources are rather inconsistent in their observations. Kropf ( 1889: 
84) on the one hand claimed that men and women of 90 and older were 
not unusual among the Xhosa who used to live to a great age. 
Lichtenstein (1811, Vol. I: 346) on the other hand referring to "the esti-
mation of the Christians who have lived for any time among them," was 
quite adamant that among the Xhosa "the oldest men were not more than 
between fifty and sixty years of age." Modern demographic studies on 
the life expectancy of pre-industrial people would tend to confirm 
Kropfs rather than Lichtenstein's statement. Biesele and Howell (1981: 
81-82), for example, referring to the pre-industrial !Kung San, estimated 
that about 21 of every I 00 babies born survived to age 60. According to 
them it is fair to assume that "old age [in a chronological sense] has 
always been a regular and unremarkable phenomenon in !Kung life." 
And Shrewbury, the first missionary to the Transkei, noted in 1832: 
"There are many aged men and women; persons far advanced in years are 
to be met with on every river (sic!) and upon average perhaps at every 
other kraal; ... (emphasis as given)" (Fast, 1994: 155). 
10. True, the ageing process was associated with bodily decline. Yet, the 
aged body was also thought to be inherently powerful as senior agnates 
could curse junior kin (e.g. Hunter, 1936: 266). 
II. This does not mean that decay of vitality in old age was automatically 
defined and accepted as "natural". Indeed, pre-industrial Xhosa might 
construe a specific person's bodily decline in old age primarily as the 
result of social disruption, i.e. as consequence of witchcraft, pollution, 
etc. (e.g. Fast, 1994: 144). It is important to note that old age was not 
conceptionally linked to any specific symptoms (and vice versa). In 
Xhosa world-view, (illness/bodily) symptoms derived their meaning 
from their perceived underlying causes; their meaning was flexible and 
externally determined. In short, whether bodily decline/illness in old age 
was considered as "natural" or as a signifier of socially disruptive events 
was itself the result of a reflexive inquiry within the respective kinship 
group/community. Obviously, there was an intimate relationship 
between this mode of thought and the prevailing notion of personhood 
which "localized" identity both in bodies and relationships. I hope to go 
into that highly fascinating subject in more detail in a future article. 
12. According to Van Eeden (I 99 I : 23) there was even a special term of ref-
erence for frail and debilitated old people, -guga, which meant 
"worn-out" in the early 1990s (VanEeden, 1991: 23). As this meaning of 
the term is neither mentioned by Kropf( 1899) nor by McLaren ( 1915), it 
is most probably of more recent origin. 
13. As used in gerontology, nonnal ageing refers to changes related to the 
ageing process per se, while pathological ageing refers to those changes 
that are associated with diseases which, it is alleged, usually occur in old 
age (Atchley, 1989). 
14. A form of retirement in the strictest sense of the word existed only among 
some of the highest political office bearers. Hammond-Tooke (1962: 
202) quotes Bhaca men as stating that "It was a recognized principle that 
when a chief got old and infirm he would relinquish his office in favour of 
the heir," thereby retiring from active public life. However, early 19th-
century sources referring to the Xhosa proper suggest that this might 
have been a peculiarity of the Bhaca (e.g. Hammond-Tooke, 1972: 131 ). 
15. The metaphorical and linguistic use of generation (and, by implication, 
age) imagery in the colonial context - Xhosa-speak:ing people referred to 
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colonial government as " father" or "as an old man with a white beard" 
(Hunter, 1936: 9) - is evidence to what extent intergenerational attitudes 
and practices were informed by power imbalances. (In tum, of course, 
the usage of this metaphor also echoes the moral obligations of the 
"white" state in local cultural models.) 
16. Among the South Nguni each married woman had her own separate 
house within the settlement where she resided with her children; the hus-
band was obliged to allot stock to each house which, hereafter, became 
the property of that house. Ideally, no house property should be disposed 
of without consulting the wife and the (prospective) heir of the respective 
house ("house-property complex"). 
17. The fact that missionaries recorded many such incidents is little wonder, 
as the latter provided them with an opportune means for their attack on 
African culture for its alleged immorality and brutality (see Sagner, n.d.). 
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Abstract 
Intergenerational respect is the hallmark of social relations 
in African society. In South Africa, respect for older persons 
is thought to have suffered due to factors such as rapid urban-
ization and modernization, and the disruptive effects of 
labour migration and harsh apartheid laws on family life. 
Individual and group interviews were conducted with over 80 
Zulu grandmothers and teenaged granddaughters and 
grandsons living in urban and rural areas ofKwaZulu-Natal 
in 1995 and 1996, to elicit contemporary views on respect for 
older persons. The study confirmed that the teaching of 
respect is regarded as a key role ofZulu grandmothers. Con-
temporary granddaughters are less obedient and subservient 
than earlier generations but nevertheless rely on their grand-
mothers for moral guidance and practical assistance. The 
grandmothers in the study complained that their grand-
daughters did not always listen to their advice. In particular, 
issues relating to teenage pregnancy threatened to strain 
good grandmother-granddaughter relationships. The partic-
ipants discussed the value of the re-introduction of rituals 
controlled by older women in traditional society, such as vir-
ginity examinations, to restore the social order. The study 
concludes that many aspects of grandmothers 'teachings still 
have relevance for today 's young people who are starved of 
authority and guidance in their lives. 
Introduction 
Gerontologists world-wide are witnessing what is described 
as a decline in respect for elders. A major concern is that lack 
of respect for the older generation will impact on the avail-
ability and quality of care for ageing parents. In Africa, the 
complaint "Old people don't get the respect they used to" is 
commonplace. In her study of ageing in a Ghanaian setting, 
Apt ( 1996) laments the neglect of elderly parents which she 
attributes to influences of Westernization and urbanization. 
Other studies in Africa have taken up the theme (Bruun, 
1994; Tlou, 1994). Some research suggests that loss of 
respect is a mere figment of the imagination. Each successive 
cohort complains of the lack of respect for its generation. 
Complaint discourse engaged in by elders serves to remind 
children of their duties towards their ageing parents and rein-
* Address correspondence to 
forces the social contract between generations (Makoni, 
1996; Cattell, 1997a, 1998). Elders who are neglected may 
have broken some of the rules guiding intergenerational rela-
tions in the course of their lives (VanderGeest, 1997). 
The literature 
Respect is thought to be an integral part of filial piety (Sung, 
1997), which ensures the care and well-being of ageing par-
ents in many societies with patrilineal systems and age hierar-
chies (see Albert & Cattell, 1994). Mutual support is a strong 
feature of the African extended family (Krige, 1950; Ross, 
1995) in which elders, who are closest to the ancestors, are 
venerated. The role of grandmother as primary child carer 
and socialization agent is well documented in the research lit-
erature on Zulus (Brindley, 1982; Meller, 1990, 1997). 
Cattell (1997a) describes the intergenerational contract in 
African society as a lifetime exchange relationship: children 
should help parents, be obedient to them, and show them 
respect throughout their lives. When parents are too old to 
work, they should be fed by their children - just as those chil-
dren were fed when they were too young to work. However, 
the obligation of a child to a parent does not wait for the par-
ent to become old; it is lifelong. At an early age, children 
should begin to "reward" their parents by minding a young 
child or doing errands. Throughout their lives children should 
give the older generation their labour (work) and the fruits of 
their labour (gifts and money). Elsewhere, Cattell (1989: 
334) notes that African children are expected to be obedient 
to all elders. Disobedience or failure to respond to a request is 
regarded as a failure of respect, a challenge to the status and 
authority of a senior person. 
The ideology of the intergenerational contract is a powerful 
one. Nevertheless, the fabric of the African family has 
endured multiple stresses in the past decades. In South 
Africa, the migrant labour system, industrialization, apart-
heid and the liberation struggle of the 1980s have undermined 
the African family structure and the authority of elders. 
Global communication has also no doubt had a strong 
influence on mores in society, including intergenerational 
relations. South Africans have been exposed to Western 
influences to a greater extent since the advent of television in 
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the 1970s and rapid urbanization in the 1980s, following the 
repeal of influx control regulations. At the same time, the 
demise of apartheid rule has empowered Africans to review 
the value of traditional customs. The discourse on respect 
relations between the generations may be seen as an attempt 
to redefine the contract to meet the demands of global society 
and South Africa's democratic era. 
The research 
The research reported in this paper explored the following 
questions: Do contemporary respect relations between the 
top and bottom generations pose a threat to the well-being of 
older South Africans? Alternatively, do the changes in 
respect relations signify a rewriting of the social contract 
between the generations in terms of greater openness, mutual 
respect and equality which benefit older persons in the longer 
term? 
Impetus for the research was given in an earlier baseline 
study among older South Africans which found that black 
older persons perceived that young people show less respect 
today compared with the past (Ferreira, Meller, Prinsloo & 
Gillis, 1992). The present study aimed to explore 
intergenerational respect relationships to identify the main 
reasons underlying this reported decline in respect and its 
possible impact on the care of older persons. 
This study inquired into what Zulu grandmothers teach 
their granddaughters and what granddaughters learn from 
these teachings, as well as how grandsons perceive their 
grandmothers' teachings, with a view to exploring socializa-
tion in respect and the response of the youth. The study was 
informed by other research undertaken on intergenerational 
exchanges over the life course, in particular the African stud-
ies by Cattell in Kenya (1989, 1994) and KwaZulu (1997b,c), 
and by earlier South African studies with a special focus on 
intergenerational relations from the perspectives of both 
older persons (Meller, 1994a) and youth (Meller, 1994b). 
Method 
Focus group methodology was used as the major tool of 
investigation. The method was thought to be well-suited to 
exploring sensitive issues relating to interpersonal relations. 
The sample 
Fifty-four grandmothers, 20 granddaughters and 12 grand-
sons (total n=86) in KwaZulu-Natal participated in personal 
interviews and focus group sessions to discuss issues of 
intergenerational relations. An aim of the study was to 
explore differences in the opinions of urban dwellers and 
rural dwellers, and interviews were therefore conducted in 
both urban and rural areas. 
Grandmothers 
The older interviewees (grandmothers) were contacted in 
townships in the Durban metropolitan area and in areas under 
traditional authority in KwaZulu. Of the 54 older women in 
the study, 33 were urban dwellers and were interviewed indi-
vidually and 21 were peri-urban and rural dwellers and were 
interviewed in group sessions. The sample areas were as fol-
lows: 
Urban (n = 33) 
Peri-urban (n = 4) 
Rural (n = 17) 
Umbogintwini (5) , Isipingo (1) , 
Lamontville (11), Umlazi (6), 
Chesterville (1), C l ermont (8), 
Ntuzuma (1). 
Inanda. 
Maqadini (4), Nangoma (4), Tugela 
Ferry (5), Emakhabeleni (4). 
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Excerpts from interviews in the text are followed by the area 
of the speaker, to indicate whether the speaker lived in an 
urban, a peri-urban or a rural area. 
Granddaughters and grandsons 
The young interviewees were interviewed in seven group ses-
sions. Four of the sessions were held with granddaughters, 
two with grandsons, and one with a mixed group. The urban 
groups included four or five persons, the rural groups six or 
seven persons. The 32 younger persons (20 granddaughters, 
12 grandsons) were divided between urban and rural areas as 
follows: 
Urban (n = 20): 
Rural (n = 12): 
N t uzuma ( 4 females, 4 males); 
Hambanathi (4 females , 4 males), 
Zamani (4 females). 
Shalodi (3 females and 4 males in the 
same session), Emakhabeleni (5 fe-
males). 
Sample composition 
With the exception of the grandmothers from Inanda who 
were in their forties, the majority of the older women were 60 
years or older. The average age of the women who knew their 
age in years was 65 years. The women from Emakhabeleni 
did not know their age in years but all were state old-age pen-
sioners. An estimated 72% of the 33 older women inter-
viewed individually were state pensioners. Most of the rural 
older women in the study lived in three or four generation 
households. On average, the grandmothers had two 
co-resident granddaughters. 1 
The granddaughters were aged between 15 and 22 years, 
the grandsons between 15 and 20 years. The average age was 
18 years for both men and women. The majority was still in 
school. The Emakhabeleni group reported that it is not cus-
tomary for young women in its area to attend school. Only 
one participant in this group had completed more than four 
years of primary school. The vast majority of the young inter-
viewees in the study had either a live grandmother or had 
known one of their grandmothers before she died. The major-
ity of the rural dwellers lived in three-generation households. 
No attempt was made to distinguish between maternal and 
paternal grandmothers, which posed no problems to inter-
viewees but may have been a serious omission, as discussed 
later. 
The data 
Topics of discussion 
Similar sets of probes were included in the guide for inter-
viewing the older and the young participants. Initially, the 
grandmothers were asked to speak about one of their grand-
daughters. The discussion was then redirected to what grand-
mothers teach their granddaughters and what young persons 
learn from older persons. The teaching of respect was a spe-
cial focus area. The older women who were interviewed in 
groups were also asked to identify roles which grandmothers 
play in the family and society. Other items on the list oftopics 
included positive and negative facets of grandmotherhood, 
problems which grandmothers face in socializing grandchil-
dren, and factors which inspire pride in grandmothers. The 
older women were also asked to comment on the life chances 
which they perceive for their granddaughters. Towards the 
end of an interview, the women were asked whether it is true 
that youth no longer show older persons the respect which is 
their due. 
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The young interviewees were asked to speak generally 
about their grandmothers. The focus of discussion was then 
directed to topics such as the teachings of grandmothers, 
respect relations, role definitions for grandmothers and 
granddaughters, role expectations, and factors which inspire 
pride in grandmothers and granddaughters/-sons. Towards 
the end of the sessions, the young interviewees were asked 
the same question on the decline of respect for elders which 
had been put to the grandmothers. 
Data collection and analysis 
Fieldwork commenced in early October 1995 and was com-
pleted by February 1996. Interviews were conducted in Zulu 
by the second author and an assistant researcher, with the use 
of an interview guide. The interviews lasted between 
three-quarters of an hour to over two hours. The interviews 
were tape recorded and an English language version prepared 
during transcription by the second author. The protocols were 
content-analysed according to recurrent themes. Individual 
contributions to the group discussions were identified 
according to speaker. 
Results 
The multiple roles of Zulu grandmothers 
The discussions with the grandmothers and grandchildren 
identified five major roles of Zulu grandmothers: 
• Teacher and spiritual advisor/counsellor to the young 
• Confidante 
• Guardian of morals and customs 
• Keeper of kin 
• Peacemaker 
The manner in which the grandmothers and the grandchildren 
described these roles is shown in Chart 1. The focus of this 
report is on the roles of grandmothers as teachers/advisors 
and guardians, and to a lesser extent confidantes to the young. 
The role of teacher and advisor appeared to be uppermost in 
the minds of both young and old interviewees. Spontaneous 
mention of this role was often made at the outset of inter-
views. Both grandmothers and granddaughters stated that 
they are indebted to their grandmothers who had taught them 
a wide range of practical and social skills for life. The inclu-
sive nature of teachings was highlighted in the many tributes 
to a grandmother who "taught me everything." 
Practical home-making skills taught by grandmothers 
included sweeping, cleaning the house, scrubbing pots and 
pans, lighting the fire and also cooking, in the case of the 
older granddaughters. In the rural areas fetching water and 
wood were important duties. Less frequent mention was 
made of working in the fields and traditional handicrafts, 
including the making of mats and kitchen utensils such as 
strainers. Grandmothers offered sex education, instruction on 
personal cleanliness, and guidelines on how a young woman 
should behave. The manner in which the grandmothers gave 
sex education and advice to young women is shown in Chart 
2. Virtually all grandmothers warned their charges not to trust 
young men nor to get involved in relationships with boy-
friends along the lines of the examples shown in Chart 2. 
Both generations of interviewees cited similar norms of 
behaviour, either spontaneously in anecdotes from their own 
experiences, or in response to probes on role expectations. 
Traditional teachings appeared to be the common reference 
guide. Even urban youth were conversant with traditional 
life-styles and behavioural norms, at least from hearsay. 
Appropriate behaviour was taught to children from birth. 
Mindful of her mentor role, a grandmother in rural Maqadini 
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Chart 1 
Roles of grandmothers 
Teacher and spiritual ad"isor/counsl'llor to tbl' young 
Mo~t oj the t1me, 11 's we grandmother~ who teach thmgs and 
guide them t(nanda grandmother) 
In most caw•s the\ consult us becatL~e 1~e are the one.\ who haw: 
more knowledge. (ln.mda grandmother) 
;I grandmother teacht's nght and wrong (luanda grandmotht>r) 
ht> 1hows 1 ou 11 here you go » rong and v. here you go nght 
(I lambanath1 granddaughter) 
I m down '>nth her und tell her how to look t{fter herself 
(1 angoma grandmother) 
A granny 1.1 the on(~ person who IS able to Sit do1~n » uh me anti 
e:xplam zo me> hecause ml parents would have no hme for me 
{Hambanath1 grandwn) 
BC'mg a grandmothe1 In PUliS .wu ke.:p teflmg them to ~top domg 
th1~ and that, 1r1 mg tv pUI chem stra:ght (Nangoma grand-
mother) 
Wheneve1· / do somethmg wrung. she 1s there to currert me and 
tell me ifu 1s wrung ('\ltuzuma granddaughter) 
Confidante 
Ch1idren rruq her (Maqadim grandmother) 
A g1anny ~ a penon you arc uhle to talk 'm h (llambanatlu 
granddaughter) 
Sometimes we women have prohlem\ that do nut need to he told 
,.tra1ght to your mother So you report them to granny 
(Hambanath1 granddaughter) 
When she f the granddaughter/ gets pumshed by her paren/S, she 
w11l say, 'Granny, hr!lp me ' 17wt ts what' our love l!e~ 
{Nangoma grandmother) 
Somt!time.s 1\'hf?n ·'our parent shouH at you, a granny 1s able to 
procPct you (Hamhanath1 grandwn) 
Guardian of morals 
The one ~ho fec!s ew~ thzng (MaqadJ.m grandmother) 
Grandmothers are md -eyed people during zhe gro111ng of a 
grandcluld (lnanda grandmother) 
She 11 thejirff paron -...·ho 1.1 able w see eve~·thmg that doe< not 
go ~dl {IJ.Imbanathl granddaughter) 
Guardian of custom!> 
They knou· how co call on the ancestor.\ to hlefs the feast 
(Inanda grandmother) 
She IS able co tell us things that arc long past. hke hzstory• 
he jim~ we 11 Pre horn I hings that have gone pa~t bf..f' re~pect 
(llambanath1 grandson) 
They are the ones who knov.- our old customs and culture 
(Nruzuma granddaughter) 
A grannyH aper~on to he 11 ell treated becatLfC'.<hc 1\ taken astm 
an eswr at home (Hambanath1 grandson) 
Tell~ you i:anganekwa11a [folk tales/ U!ltd you jail asleep Tells 
1 ou Zulu thmg~ (Zamam granddaughter) 
When you go to sleep, grann;. rells liS stone~ that were happen-
mg long ago We laugh unt1l11 e sleep (Shulod1 granddaughter) 
Make.s you laugh 1Wh her tale.\ (Fiambanath1 granlbon) 
Keeper of kin 
ShP hnngs mv fumll) together and other mtwde rclatn es 
(Ilambanathl ~andson) 
Peacemaker 
If an .. thm,R bad appears at home. she IS the one 1~hv scops 11 
(Maqadm1 grandmother) 
If you sa_1 a word. 11 w1ll be strong, because JOlt arc e.tpericnc.ed 
m the 1wrld And they should Its ten to 1 ou because 1 ou ha1 e 
seen the world and t1 a veiled a long-... a.¥ (Inanda grandmother) 
If they beut vou. you ru>t and htde m grann•· 'f house (ShalodJ 
g~andson) 
/[they fight »·tth each other, he !SaMe to help them solve thetr 
problems (Emakhabeleru gntnddaughter) 
gave her grandchildren names that would act as constant 
reminders of dutiful behaviour. "I am frighterung them so as 
to stop them from behaving badly," was the rationale. The 
granddaughter was named Balondile (to keep this child) as a 
reminder of her lifelong obligation to her grandmother who 
had chosen to raise her. 
Chart 2 
Sex education and related mstruct1ons 
Sn education 
A grandmother wtll tearh her uhat happens when she ts in 
he1 m Pnstruarwn time. Then she hal reaLhcd the stage v.hen 
she must know that if vhe sleeps'' zth a ho.~ shl' ~>til get preg-
nant In her menstruation unw she mustuvt keC'p on laughmg 
and Rtgglmg wtth boys She must lw ~cared vj boyv durmg 
thz~ lime (Inamia grandmother) 
Appropriate behaviour 
l taught her how a gtrl .\hould behave I told her gtrls need lO 
s tav at home olf the ttme ThPv are nm ~upposed to mow up 
and down the strPet Gtrls should work at home We . ent hf'r 
to .\choolw get a future ~ Umlat.t grandmother) 
Bo)friends 
We a/. o teach them about boyfnemls If you are a girl y ou 
are to keep your 1zrgmzty (lnandn grandmother) 
Prrgnancy 
I tell h.Jr that there ure ho) 1 on the ~treet. h . carejul The,1 
mu.vt nnt mislead rnu your \Hft'rs here. onP tS haung two 
clllldren and nn murnage. The only thmgs 1he dtd wa.1 10 
gn c herself to bov~ to play with her I .\t.l\ watch the bo\ ~ 
because) nu will [!fit pregnant' (Nangoma grandmother) 
I s tarted razsmg thO\'e clu!dren at a y oung a~t' l told them zt 
the; tmolw thf!Tnselves 111th bo,1jnends, ther me gmng to 
h01e duldren hke their mothers l told them that I am not 
read\ for greaz-grandcht!dren (UmlaZJ grandmother) 
Value of education 
She tea(.hes them hn» unpnnnnz cducatzon u and vhr! mu.~t 
not br,•ak educauon at \chvol and mn a» ay 111th bo~:. and 
dv ~u h bad rhmg~ tlnanda grandmother! 
The teaching of respect 
The teaching of respect was consensually the most important 
of all instructions imparted to the young. "There is nothing so 
important as respect," claimed one of the Ndwedwe women 
from rural Nangoma Ward. "The main thing we have to do is 
teach them respect as they grow up," echoed a 71 -year-old 
grandmother from Clermont township. 
Respect is a moral value which determines one's 
world-view and life chances. According to another Clermont 
grandmother, "those who have respect succeed in everything 
they do." As the Emakhabeleni grandmothers explained: 
"There are lots of things about respect." 
The following composite picture of prescribed respect 
behaviour emerged from the study. According to the grand-
mothers, respectful behaviour encompasses helping behav-
iour and female duties and virtues. All the home-making 
skills listed above are regarded as respectful behaviour. 
Appropriate behaviour for adolescent females and young 
women includes good manners, such as greeting elders, serv-
ing refreshments to visitors and running errands for elders. 
Personal cleanliness was sometimes included in the list of 
moral teachings. Appropriate behaviour, indicative of both 
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self-respect and respect for elders, requires girls to protect 
their honour and virginity and to refrain from "having boy-
friends" at a young age. Young girls should stay home and 
attend to their home-making duties and avoid the dangers of 
the outside world. They should refrain from unseemly loose 
behaviour such as "running up and down," consorting with 
boyfriends, and sleeping away from home until they reached 
marriageable age. In practical terms, this means asking per-
mission from elders to leave the house, or at least informing 
elders of intentions and whereabouts when leaving the house, 
and returrilng promptly after carrying out activities away 
from home. References were frequently made to the pitfalls 
of not coming straight home after fetching water from the 
river in the case of rural girls. The urban and modern equiva-
lent of the sin of dallying down at the river referred to daw-
dling on the way home from school. In contemporary times, 
"good" granddaughters had to show respect for education and 
go to school regularly. The grandmothers told the researchers 
that they concentrated on teaching and advising the girls in 
the expectation that the men would instruct the grandsons. 
However, grandmothers as guardians of morals were usually 
not shy to reprimand young men when they misbehaved. 
Chart 3 
Model granddaughters 
l'l1e child mu.~t obe) the mle< of her home (Emakhabelem 
grandmother) 
Slw must ltS/(•n and nm a11swer hack. l Clennont gmnd-
mothcr) 
lf \ ou speak she must not stand, .1/ze must kneel down car.•-
f u/1\ and l11ten to an older penon After I finuh talktng, she 
mu~t t1y, \e~ Granny ' {Clermont giandmorhet) 
Look do\\ n when talkmg to older people, spea/.. .' <!ftl) when 
tal!.'lng to another per., on (Clemmnt grandmother) 
She mu~·t do e1·erythmg she 1s asked tu do (typ1cal response) 
She mu~t onZv .m and listen to the rad1o when .1he has fln-
t.<hed [her "wr/..J (Lamont ·tile grandmother) 
It 's a child who stays at hnml! all the tlmt' helpmi! at hume 
tLmlazt grandmother) 
If she >~ants to go sumewhere <he mu~t ask penm.\stonjrom 
her parent or panny lJ we ~ay no she mtL~t accept that 
(UmlaLJ gr-.mdmother) 
She 1s no/ supposed to res peN her jamt(V only Site '1lUSt 
re1pcct cverl'bndy The ch1ld muH re1pec1 the 1\'hole commu-
nzty (lnanda grandmothet) 
She mus t kno'-l that 1t IS not onlv her parents 1~ ho ar1 sup-
posed to 1ell her about her mistalu?s (Clermont gtandmotht'r) 
A wnd the had thmgs o.fihl,\ \\ Orld ltk .• ~ havmg a lowr 
lukuqoma) The chtld must first concentrate on her ~tudws 
and finzsh sc/wvlmg before she mvolws ht>ndj m those 
tl:mgs (Emakhabderu grandmother) 
While older persons are expected to watch over the behaviour 
of the young, the young are expected to accept admonitions, 
criticism and punishment from all older persons for behav-
ioural transgressions of norms. Respectful behaviour towards 
elders also includes doing their bidding without hesitation, 
assisting without prompting, and heeding the advice of elders 
who are known to be wiser in the ways of the world than 
young people. Respect should be shown not only to elders in 
one's own farrilly but to all older persons in the community. 
Chart 3 lists some of the most common behavioural prescrip-
tions for respectful granddaughters in the words of the grand-
mothers. 
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Guardians of morals 
The role of guardian of morals is an e~terision of the teacher 
role. Grandmothers were said to be constantly on guard that 
younger family members and society absorb their teachings 
and practise what they have learnt. Both young and old inter-
viewees were of the opinion that grandmothers are far more 
perceptive than other members of the family in the matter of 
morals. For example, a grandmother is more likely to notice 
that her granddaughter is pregnantthan the girl's own mother. 
The very presence of an elder acted as a reminder of cus-
toms and appropriate behaviour in society. The Inanda 
women described this moral presence as follows: "lfthere is a 
grandmother, that home is respected ... If they [grandmoth-
ers] are in the community, there is dignity in the community. 
... If a grandmother is passing, the child will zotha [ ukuzotha: 
to appear calm, cool, respectful] to show respect." Examples 
of ukuzotha gestures of respect include hiding an offensive 
cigarette, adapting the tone of conversation and letting go of a 
boyfriend's hand in public. 
An element of reciprocity was inherent in most respect 
behaviour. Self-respect commands respect from others. A 
daughter's good behaviour reflects on her family and com-
munity, but reflects more heavily on grandmothers as the pro-
tectors of morals in society. Grandmothers express their 
approval of the moral state of affairs in terms of their personal 
happiness. If their perceptive eyes have not spotted any mis-
demeanour on the part of their granddaughters, they will 
invariably say they are "happy." 
Throughout the discussion, the reciprocal nature of rela-
tionships between grandmothers and granddaughters came to 
the fore. An exception was the discussion stimulated by an 
item on what grandmothers could learn from their grand-
daughters. The responses to the item shed further light on the 
twin roles of teacher and guardian of morals. A few grand-
mothers simply stated that there is nothing that they can learn 
from their granddaughters because they, the grandmothers, 
are the teachers. "I do the teaching," claimed a Lamontville 
grandmother. However, the majority of responses referred to 
the impact of the grandmother's teachings on the grandchild. 
"I learn that what I teach her gets into her ears," was the 
response of a woman from Maqadini Ward. It was obvious 
that grandmothers watch their granddaughters closely, and 
that their primary interest is to learn whether she is heeding 
their teachings and behaving accordingly. "I learn that she is 
still a good girl," was the typical reply. In the case of very 
young granddaughters, the response was often indecisive in 
the sense that the girl was too young to think of misbehaving 
with boys. 
Changes in respect behaviour patterns 
As if time has stood still, the respect behaviour expected of 
contemporary, dutiful granddaughters growing up in 
deep-rural areas of Nangoma and Emakhabeleni appears to 
be no different from that expected of their grandmothers 
when they were young. Two examples were given in the 
group interviews: 
I taught her, when she has finished eating, she must take a 
broom and sweep the floor and take her plate and wash it. 
When I call her, she comes quickly and kneels down to lis-
ten to what I am going to say. I taught her that if she is 
called upon by an older person, she must not stand on her 
feet, but must kneel down. (Nangoma grandmother) 
They have respect because they go to Tugela River to fetch 
water when I ask them to do so. They go to the forest to fetch 
firewood and come home with firewood. They cook food. 
They work very hard at home. They do everything for me. 
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(Emakhabeleni grandmother, speaking of her young teen-
age granddaughters) 
While the chores assigned to dutiful granddaughters may 
have remained essentially the same over several generations, 
other aspects of close-knit rural society have changed dra-
matically. Some of these changes have had a profound impact 
on respect behaviour, especially in urban areas. Both grand-
mothers and their charges reported that some facets of respect 
had eroded faster than others. Cases in point are the inclusive 
definition of elders, fear of elders and courting behaviour. 
New definition of elders 
The practicality and wisdom of an inclusive definition of 
elders to whom respect is due was questioned in the urban 
context. The anonymity ofloose-knit urban society makes it 
impossible to practise some of the helping behaviours pre-
scribed by traditional codes of respect. Consequently, youn-
ger persons are reluctant to offer help to older persons. 
Similarly, older persons are wary of sanctioning the behav-
iour of the young and offering advice to unknown youth or, in 
some instances, even their neighbours' offspring in urban 
areas. A 64-year-old widow from Umlazi avoided giving 
advice to youngsters in town, although she felt bad about 
shirking her duty as an elder. 
If you see them with boyfriends, you just pass them without 
saying a word. But inside it is painful, because you wish to 
warn this child about her behaviour but you cannot do that. 
I sometimes tell them to stop behaving this way because 
they won't have a future if they continue in this way. 
Physical punishment 
A change in grandparenting styles was evident in the case of 
physical punishment. Many grandmothers recalled that as 
children they were beaten regularly. "If you did something 
wrong, they told us not to do it again. They even beat us" 
(Lamontville grandmother). In many cases obedience was a 
function of fear in grandmother's time. A Clermont respon-
dent who was brought up by a strict mother, now deceased 
("Where she is today, she knows that I respected her a lot"), 
recalled that she never refused to carry out an errand as a child 
in fear of punishment. "You had to go, because if you refused 
saying you are tired, they were going to beat you." In contrast, 
contemporary grandmothers are more likely to spare the rod. 
For example, a 67-year-old Chesterville widow who lives 
with her daughter and granddaughter said that she refrained 
from beating her grandchildren because her daughter disap-
proves. Some grandmothers speculated that contemporary 
youth are less in awe of authority persons than they had been 
in their youth. In their opinion, the fearlessness of the youth is 
related to a decline in respect behaviour. 
Age stratification 
Traditional African society is age-graded along gender lines. 
Stratification by age is rapidly disappearing according to the 
grandmothers, and with it traditional courtship rituals which 
ensure that young women come of age in a manner which 
pleases grandmothers. In former times respectable girls 
adhered to the norms of age-graded society and did not 
openly display their affection for young men. Growing up 
was very different in an age-graded community, recalls an 
Umlazi grandmother. "The older girls, the amaqhikiza, 
taught us, they beat us. We grew up knowing that we had to 
fetch wood, grind mealies, plant and hoe." Another Umlazi 
grandmother explained that in an age-graded society, only 
the older girls knew of secret love matches. "Knowing grand-
daughters ' boyfriends, that was a great shame in our days. It 
was only girls of your age who were supposed to know that 
you are in love, not older people." 
Teenage pregnancy and virginity examinations 
Although the topic of teenage pregnancy did not feature in the 
interview guide, it emerged as a key issue in many of the 
interviews and group discussions. The threat of teenage preg-
nancy appeared to preoccupy all grandmothers who took 
their dual roles as advisors to the young and guardians of mor-
als in society seriously. The discussion on the protection of 
young girls from unwanted pregnancy was most explicit 
among the rural grandmothers. 
The women from Maqadini, when discussing the impor-
tance of grandmothers in the community, spoke of grand-
mothers facilitating the muliswa, the coming-out party for 
young women in an age-graded society who have reached 
marriageable age. Alternatively, the ritual was referred to as 
the 21st birthday party. In many rural areas, until recent 
times, grandmothers not only instructed young women on the 
facts of life and how to keep their virginity; they also kept 
checks on their virginity until such time as they came of age. 
According to the Maqadini women virtuous granddaughters 
would gladly submit to the ordeal of a physical examination. 
The ritual prescribed that grandmothers on fmding that "the 
virginity is still full" thanked their granddaughters for good 
behaviour. At the coming-of-age ceremony, it was the grand-
mothers who announced to the community that the girl 's vir-
tue was untouched. The girl had passed the older woman's 
inspection and was "still looking after herself." The occasion 
of the wedding afforded a unique opportunity for grandmoth-
ers to "show their accomplishment, that they have produced 
an intombinto [a virgin]." 
Of course, the Maqadini grandmothers did not expect their 
granddaughters to be virgins except in the technical sense. "In 
nature," they explained, "a girl does sleep with a boyfriend. A 
good girl somas [has sexual intercourse between the thighs] 
to avoid pregnancy." The Maqadini women were indignant 
that contemporary girls are ignorant of the traditional practice 
ofukusoma. 
The women from Tugela Ferry also considered it their duty 
to teach young girls traditional virtues. The older women 
were still checking the girls' virginity, although they felt dis-
couraged because so many girls are misbehaving. In the 
week before the interview the women had conducted such an 
inspection among all the girls in their area who were 12 years 
and older. 
The significance of dress codes was debated at length by 
the Tugela Ferry women. Tugela Ferry is one of the few areas 
in KwaZulu-Natal where some women still scorn Western 
fashions.2 As a rule, the women reported, traditionally 
dressed girls do better than others in virginity examinations, 
"because they are still following the teachings of their grand-
mothers." 
Successful and failed teachers/moral guardians 
A pertinent question is whether grandmothers feel they have 
failed as teachers and guardians of morals when their daugh-
ters and granddaughters "don't listen" and fall pregnant. 
Probes on what instilled pride and fulfilment in grandmothers 
indicated that a proper marriage for granddaughters is 
regarded as a crowning achievement in a grandmother's 
career as a socializer of the young. The fact that a grand-
daughter has no boyfriends is taken as an indication that 
things are on track and granddaughters are still "listening" to 
the teachings of grandmothers. Tellingly, the most dissatis-
fied grandmothers stated that their charges had defied the 
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rules of good behaviour and respect. However, the study also 
revealed that many grandmothers tend to be easily swayed 
and to forgive their pregnant daughters and granddaughters 
after the infant is born and they become doting child carers. 
The youth in the study, including girls who had become preg-
nant in their teens, expected grandmothers to warn them of 
dangers, but also to rescue them if they failed to heed the older 
generation's advice. 
The grandmothers' viewpoint on the changing 
face of respect 
The question on declining respect towards older persons was 
put to both generations. All but one grandmother generally 
agreed that contemporary youth are less respectful than per-
sons in their generation were. However, most grandmothers 
were quick to exclude their own granddaughters from the cat-
egory of disrespectful youth. "Some do and some don' t 
respect," was the typical evasive answer. 
"They don't listen," was the most common complaint 
about young people. Granddaughters ignore the teachings of 
their grandmothers and listen to their age peers instead. 
"They decide to do what other children are doing and that is 
not right" (Lamontville grandmother). Signs of disrespect are 
forms of behaviour offensive to the older generation. For 
example, the younger generation does not greet or simply 
ignores them. A few grandmothers cited extreme behaviour: 
the young generation was "mad" and running wild like "ani-
mals." Young men smoke and drink and get caught up with 
the police for pickpocketing, housebreaking and disorderly 
conduct. Youth are shameless. They assault their teachers in 
school. They brazenly demand money from their pensioner 
grandmothers and bring back the wrong change when sent to 
the shops. Gir ls are on the streets at all hours of the day and 
night ("Sometimes you hear girls screaming in the street at 
night. They are fighting. And you wonder, how come this girl 
is in the street at this time of night?" (Umlazi grandmother)). 
Grandmothers feel both "hurt" and threatened by the casual 
manner in which youth conduct their affairs. Neither young 
men nor young women take responsibility for their actions, 
yet grandmothers are not allowed to issue a warning to the 
youth. When the damage is done, the grandmothers are liter-
ally left holding the baby. 
Boys walk hand in hand with girls in front of us. This hurts 
because they get pregnant. The boy won't take responsibil-
ity. It is ours. (Lamontville grandmother) 
Girls get pregnant and come home with children and leave 
them with us and go back in the street. (Umlazi grand-
mother) 
The typical comments following these illustrations of 
disrepectful behaviour were: "We did not do this in our time" 
and "They can't be compared to us"- qualified by the exem-
plary behaviour of grandmothers as young women. The 
grandmothers were certain that they had been more respectful 
when they were young. They had assisted older persons 
"willingly" in a "happy" way. In contrast, contemporary 
youth cannot be expected to assist older persons of their own 
accord. They have to be prompted. Nevertheless, many 
grandmothers in the study had learnt that drawing on their 
own behaviour as a reference standard alienated them from 
their charges. If they show their disapproval of disrespectful 
behaviour, they risk being labelled old-fashioned or rumour 
mongers. 
If you warn them, they say, 'Where do you come from, 
granny? ' (Clermont grandmother) 
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If you tell them you don't like it, they say you like to gossip. 
(Lamontville grandmother) 
They shout in the street, saying, look at oondaba [the gos-
sip}. (Chesterville grandmother) 
Grandmothers are also afraid to intervene when they see 
youth misbehaving. 
If you say something to them, they beat us. They beat grand-
mothers. They say we are disturbing them so they kill us. 
(Lamontville grandmother) 
If you warn them, they say you are not their parents. 
(Lamontville grandmother) 
Explanations for the loss of respect varied. The reasons 
included "times have changed," education, Westernization 
and township life; drugs, peer pressure and the economic situ-
ation; and the independence of contemporary youth, bo~­
friends and teenage pregnancy. The grandmothers found 1t 
difficult to make a distinction between the signs of disrespect 
and their underlying causes. For example, not heeding the 
advice of grandmothers invariably leads to young girls hav-
ing boyfriends and becoming pregnant, which was cited as 
both a cause and a consequence of misbehaviour and disre-
spect. 
A few grandmothers referred to the "changing times" by 
way of explanation. Some older women sympathized with 
today's school leavers who are less likely than in former 
times to find jobs to keep them occupied. The restlessness of 
youth was attributed to unemployment and its attendant prob-
lems. The loss of respect among the youth was also thought to 
be due to the influences of Westernization and education. 
"These children think they know much more and are better 
than us at this age," commented a grandmother from 
Lamontville. A grandmother from rural Tugela Ferry associ-
ated education with boyfriends and the risk of pregnancy. "I 
don't know if it is going to school that is spoiling these chil-
dren. But these children who are going to school no longer 
want to listen. They have boyfriends and get pregnant." 
It was generally thought that rural children are less "spoilt" 
than their urban counterparts. Life is "too fast" in the town-
ships. Township youth, who are "glued to television" accord-
ing to one respondent, have less time for old people. Young 
people are too busy with their own lives to care about the 
needs of others. Township children have no qualms about 
"hurting" their elders. 
A number of grandmothers acknowledged that contempo-
rary youth are far more independent than their generation 
was. As a consequence, young people are unwilling to defer 
to older people as is the traditional custom. A Clermont 
grandmother reflected as follows: "Time has changed. These 
children are independent these days. In our day, your neigh-
bour was your parent too." 
Many grandmothers had difficulty understanding the care-
free attitude of contemporary youth. Two grandmothers who 
were caring for their granddaughters' children held strong 
views on the different outlooks of the older and young gener-
ations. 
There are problems we face now that we didn 't know about 
when we were still girls. We grew up not knowing that a 
child can say she is free or independent before she gets 
married. We lived under the rules of older people. I find it 
difficult when a child says she is free, she can go wherever 
she likes ... I also find it difficult for me to understand why 
some people bring children into this world and neglect 
them with the hope that granny is there. (77-year-old 
Umlazi grandmother) 
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A 67-year-old Chesterville widow brought up in the rural 
areas by a strict grandmother stated that she is shocked to see 
young men and women walk hand in hand. In her view con-
traception has turned young women into "prostitutes." She 
remembers that when she was young, "there was always a job 
waiting." Young women did not take lovers in her time. They 
worked until late at night. There was no time "for moving up 
and down." She is hurt that young people do not listen when 
she instructs them on ukusoma and warns them of the dangers 
of unwanted pregnancy. "Even when you tell them that is not 
good, we never did this in our days, they tell us that was dur-
ing your days. They tell us this is the new South Africa." 
Grandmothers often observed that it is difficult to predict 
how their charges will tum out. "The children change their 
behaviour once they grow up. We teach them respect at a very 
early age and they change later," explained the Clermont 
grandmother cited above. Some grandmothers were resigned 
that their teaching might be in vain. "There is nothing we can 
do, because we have tried to show them things, but they don't 
listen or follow them. These children do not want to listen, so 
there is nothing we can do," lamented another Clermont 
grandmother. However, the Emakhabeleni grandmothers 
believed that in spite of setbacks they must continue to do 
their duty as advisors to the young. They are determined to 
continue teaching their granddaughters good behaviour and 
respect. 
Discussion and conclusions 
Descriptions of model behaviour for granddaughters in the 
present study suggest that granddaughters growing up in the 
1990s are socialized to become respectful persons (Sung, 
1997), as were their grandmothers in the 1920s and 1930s. 
References in the study to rituals of significance to socialisa-
tion and the descriptions of the important roles of grandmoth-
ers came very close to those found in the authoritative 
literature on the Zulu social system (Krige, 1950) and older 
Zulu women (Brindley, 1982). Brindley's descriptions of 
grandmothers as educators (1982:73) and confidantes (1982: 
87ft) are strikingly similar to those offered by contemporary 
grandmothers and granddaughters. In some instances the 
descriptions in Chart 1 are almost identical to those obtained 
by Brindley 20 years earlier. 3 
Some might argue that there is role strain between the 
expressive roles of confidante/advisor and the instrumental 
roles of teacher and guardian. A major omission of this study 
was not to make a distinction between maternal and paternal 
grandmothers, although it may be assumed that most of the 
young participants from multigeneration households were 
living with their maternal grandmothers. It is possible that 
there is a role division between maternal and paternal grand-
mothers, which assigns the nurturing role to the one and the 
sterner role to the other. To explore this hypothesis, which 
has major implications for the intergenerational social con-
tract, will be an important task for future research.4 
Contemporary grandmothers and grandchildren appeared 
to be conversant- at least from hearsay - with Zulu customs, 
many of which are still practised, especially in the rural areas. 
According to Brindley's research, the grandmother is 
regarded as the right person to supervise a granddaughter's 
menarche. Reportedly, "the mother is still a child and knows 
nothing" ( 1982: 82), while the grandmother is the only person 
experienced in Zulu custom. Apart from the amaqhikiza 
(older girls with lovers), the only prominent person in the life 
of a courting girl is her grandmother. The grandmother alone 
is central to "the web of security spun around a teenage love 
affair" (1982: 88). However, Brindley (1 982: 90) observed 
that already in the early 1980s, an older woman was becom-
ing increasingly irrelevant to the courtship system. 
The inquiry into respect relations between Zulu grand-
mothers and granddaughters aimed to shed more light on the 
capacity of younger generations to care for parents and 
grandparents in old age. The study showed that helping 
behaviour, including caring for frail and disabled elderly, fea-
tured as an important dimension of respect. However, the 
emphasis shifted in the course of the inquiry. The older inter-
viewees, who told stories from their youth about helping 
blind and frail grandmothers with activities of daily living, 
reported that today's youth are less caring. The youth in the 
study agreed on this point and gave vivid examples of negli-
gence and elder abuse. Although the grandmothers often 
insisted that their granddaughters showed respect and did 
"everything for them," they also pointed out that contempo-
rary youth are less willing than they had been to aid their age-
ing kinfolk, let alone strangers as is the prescribed norm in 
Zulu society. 
In many instances, the roles appeared to be reversed in that 
the grandmothers in old age were caregivers instead of care 
recipients. As social pensioners, many grandmothers in the 
study were breadwinners for their family far beyond retire-
ment age. They also assumed the role of parents to the chil-
dren born of unmarried daughters and granddaughters. 
Although teenage pregnancy was not intended to be a focal 
topic of the discussions with the grandmothers and grand-
daughters, the issue emerged spontaneously as a threat to har-
monious relationships between the two generations. The 
literature states that Zulu mothers will take care of children 
born to unmarried daughters, who are reared alongside their 
own(Brindley, 1982: 68ff; Burman&Preston-Whyte, 1992). 
However, the grandmothers in the study clearly resented that 
their willingness to act as surrogate mothers was taken advan-
tage of by the youth. 
Many of the issues raised by both generations are probably 
no different from those referred to by successive generations 
over time. Members of the older generation have always been 
inclined to believe that they are more virtuous than their suc-
cessors. However, the rapid changes which South Africa has 
experienced have telescoped developments which strain rela-
tionships between the generations. From a methodological 
perspective, the present study may be seen as ''complaint dis-
course" between the generations. Complaints, according to 
Cattell (1998), have instrumental value in reinforcing ideals 
of filial obligation. Gauging from the literature on ageing, 
complaints may be universal. They are a strategy for defming 
social norms, negotiating care and affirming the self. Grand-
mothers ' complaints serve as reminders or even exhortations 
to youth about the way things should be done (Cattell, 1997a). 
The comments on unsuitable behaviour of contemporary 
youth serve to reinforce culturally-valued standards of 
behaviour and social norms which are currently under threat. 
Cattell maintains that the discourse on the reinforcement of 
the intergenerational contract is particularly intense now 
because of the radical changes that have occurred in the life-
times oftoday's old people. Moreover, she notes that young 
people also engage in complaint discourse. Their comments 
reflect modern stresses on families and struggles to live up to 
their own ideals (Cattell, 1997a: 168). 
Complaint discourse theory allows us to interpret the 
hyperbole in the "big" stories told by the Zulu grandmothers 
of wayward youth who "walk up and down" and are involved 
in violent crime. These stories serve to remind the youth of 
their obligations to the older generation by way of negative 
example. Similarly, complaint discourse theory explains why 
grandmothers make a distinction between their own respect-
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ful granddaughters and disrespectful youth in general. As in 
Makoni's (1996) research among older Xhosa women, the 
Zulu grandmothers in this study complained that young peo-
ple no longer obey their elders - except in their own homes 
where their authority is intact. Makoni points out that an 
oppositional, complaining interpersonal style allows elders 
to demonstrate that they are still in control. 
The very fact that both the grandmothers and granddaugh-
ters in the study acknowledged that "times have changed" 
significantly in the space of two generations is an important 
finding in itself. The perceptive young women from rural 
Emakhabeleni identified the problem as follows: "It's not 
that youth are not taught respect. In these days they are unable 
to show respect to older people." Both the old and young 
women in the present study appeared to have difficulty in 
coming to terms with the requirements of growing up in the 
era of globalization. The grandmothers had experienced first-
hand the revolution of the youth. For the youth, the liberation 
struggle, in which many young people lost their lives, is his-
tory. The independence and freedom of choice which the 15 
and 20 year olds in the study enjoy are the achievement of 
their parents' generation who were most likely to be the age 
peers of the school children of the Soweto uprisings of 1976. 
The young people in the study are also the successors of the 
cohorts of youth who were involved in the liberation strug-
gles of the 1980s. The youth of the 1980s forfeited their edu-
cation to achieve their political aims. The grandchildren 
under study here have different stakes. They use education as 
a tool to hold their parents and grandparents to ransom. They 
threaten to drop out of school merely to get their way, know-
ing that contemporary grandmothers set great store by educa-
tion for granddaughters. 
South Africa has belatedly created a "me" generation 
which is more concerned with individualistic goals than were 
their parents' and grandparents' generations. The youth in the 
study felt that they were in tune with the times and that their 
grandmothers were out of step. Individualism contradicts 
many values of African society which are based- as are many 
rural societies around the world - on kinship support systems 
and are collectivistic by nature (Triandis, 1995). Some of the 
grandmothers referred to the youth as "spoilt." The grand-
children admitted that they fit the description. The new gener-
ation of young South Africans is exposed to television and 
bas adopted many Western ideals. Young people cannot wait 
their tum to gain novel experience as was the rule in an 
age-graded society. They want instant sexual gratification 
(Van Rooyen, 1997), unlike their grandmothers who had to 
defer sexual intercourse until their corning-of-age ceremony. 
At the same time, the study showed that the younger gener-
ation has not discarded its sense of history. Only the members 
of the granddaughter generation made specific mention of the 
role of grandmothers as storytellers. The reciters of myths, 
folk tales and legends play an important role in the transmis-
sion of values in a society which has an oral tradition. As one 
grandchild told the researchers, the stories are like history les-
sons in that they make a moral point that has relevance for 
contemporary times. Both granddaughters and grandsons 
advocated that grandmothers should continue to act as advi-
sors to the young. One group even recommended that this role 
should be institutionalized in the sense that grandmothers 
could staff an advice centre for young people. 
Most discussions touched on the topic of teenage preg-
nancy without prompting from the researchers. The issues of 
having boyfriends at an early age and illegitimate births 
appear to be critical in terms of maintaining harmonious 
intergenerational relations. Many of the grandmothers had 
already experienced one or more unwanted pregnancies in 
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the family when their daughters were growing up. Some of 
the granddaughters were themselves the issue of teenage 
pregnancies. In these cases, the grandmothers pointed to 
their daughters as negative examples when they warned their 
granddaughters not to follow in the footsteps of their mothers. 
Many of the grandmothers were ready to teach each cohort 
of youth manners, respect and values of Zulu society in the 
hope that they would listen. The rural-based grandmothers 
spoke of a return to customs which might protect the young. 
They were gratified to find that their idea of teaching young 
women the traditional practice of ukusoma (sex without pen-
etration) had the support of their local airwaves. Surprisingly, 
some of the rural granddaughters were receptive to the idea of 
returning to the old ways. In their view, passing a virginity 
examination would enhance their status as respected young 
women (see Mchunu, 1995; Newton, 1996; Govender, 1998; 
Hamilton, 1998). 
The return to traditional values as a solution to contempo-
rary problems in South African society may be a reflection of 
a more general trend. The national policy of an African 
renaissance lends a positive connotation to traditional Afri-
can values. The return to traditional practices may also be a 
sign of a revival of parent and grandparent power. The power 
of the older generation was undermined in the 1980s when the 
urban youth took the lead in the struggle to make the town-
ships ungovernable. In consequence, liberated youth ofboth 
sexes enjoy far greater freedom and independence than their 
parents and grandparents. In the 1980s youth may have slept 
away from home to protect themselves or their families from 
the security police. In the 1990s, the new South African youth 
sleep away for personal reasons, to be with their boyfriends 
and girlfriends. 
For young women, parental power and traditional practices 
such as virginity examinations may aid them to be more 
assertive in foiling the unwelcome advances of young men. 
Other research among youth found that young people are 
eager to find guidance in setting new norms for courtship 
behaviour. Girls expressed particular interest in increasing 
their assertiveness in peer groups (Mthembu & M01ler, 
1991 ). The grandmothers in the study referred to this problem 
when they reportedly warned their contemporaries that they 
should not dally down by the river as they would be severely 
punished if they came home late. In a more permissive age, 
young Zulu women are subject to strong peer pressure to 
"walk up and down the streets." 
The AIDS epidemic, which will peak in South Africa early 
in the new millennium, adds urgency to providing guidelines 
for boy-girl relationships.5 Although only one grandmother 
mentioned AIDS explicitly, it was apparent that modem con-
traceptive devices do not find favour with the older genera-
tion in the deep-rural areas. Abstinence or traditional 
practices such as ukusoma are regarded as a better solution. 
This finding suggests that traditional grandmothers may feel 
uncomfortable with a Western-type AIDS campaign which 
promotes safe sex through the use of condoms. In discussion 
here, both grandmothers and granddaughters spoke of the 
re-introduction of traditional practices which were already 
abandoned in rural areas in the early 1980s (see Brindley, 
1982). In the late 1990s some of these practices are again 
finding appeal among the youth, possibly in reaction to the 
uncertainties of the age (compare Hamilton, 1998). Rural 
parents and grandparents, in particular, may wish to 
re-introduce traditional values to strengthen societal norms 
where they have become lax in the last few decades. 
Self-respect in connection with pride in one's virginity and 
one's Zulu heritage is a notion that may be particularly salient 
among rural people. 
26 
A large proportion of the young interviewees stated that 
they are not prepared to tum back the clock and adhere to the 
norms of age-graded society. At the same time, young people 
are starved of authority and guidance in their lives. Grand-
mothers' teaching of respect, especially if it is adapted to the 
reality of township life, is still instructive for contemporary 
youth. Almost all the young interviewees wanted grandmoth-
ers to continue teaching them respect and good behaviour. 
They intimated that they rely strongly on grandmothers to 
keep them on the straight and narrow path. Even if they fail to 
"listen" on occasion, they need to know that there is a person 
to whom they can tum in times of personal crisis. 
To conclude, the youth were of the opinion that respect 
behaviour has to change with the times. Grandmothers cannot 
expect grandchildren to show respect in the same manner as 
they had done in their youth. Contemporary youth demands a 
greater degree of independence than their grandparents 
enjoyed. However, regardless of their need for autonomy, 
young people still depend on the watchful eyes of their guard-
ian grandmothers. As one of the Shalodi youths observed: 
"Grannies must accept that things have changed, but we as 
youth must not go astray." 
In spite of experiencing many setbacks, the grandmothers 
in the study were determined to fulfil their roles as teachers 
and guardians of morals in society. Not to do so would be to 
fail as a grandmother. As one of the Emakhabeleni grand-
mothers advised: "The main thing is that you as a grandpar-
ent6 must take the responsibility and teach your children 
respect and good behaviour. You mustn't say that the time 
has changed, it's not like in our days . ... Try your best, even if 
you lose." 
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Notes 
1. In South Africa, women aged 60 years and over and men aged 65 years 
amd over are eligible for a non-contributory old-age pension which is 
means-tested. The take-up rate of old-age pensions among black South 
Africans is approximately 90% (Vander Berg, 1998: 6). According to the 
1995 October Household Survey, some 52% of the black elderly live in 
three-generational households (Meller, 1998). 
2. Traditional dress disappeared with the introduction of Christianity in 
most rural areas of South Africa. Missionaries required schoolgirls and 
churchgoers to "cover up" and to wear Western clothes. 
3. For example, Brindley cites the significance of the role of educator for 
the self-esteem of the individual and the continuity of society thus: "I am 
the one who gives advice, and I teach by sending children on errands, 
showing them things, and telling them what to do. I speak and I am lis-
tened to. I am the key of the home" (1982:73). 
4. The authors are indebted to colleague Dr Robin Palmer, Anthropology 
Department, Rhodes University for making this point. 
5. Nearly 400 000 teenage girls become pregnant every year in South 
Africa. In KwaZulu-Natal, 35% of female school dropouts are due to 
pregnancy (Morgan-George, 1997). A study conducted in a Cape Town 
township showed extensive male control over all aspects of early sexual 
practice. The teenage pregnancy rate is currently 330 per 1000 women 
under 19 years, while about 40% of all pregnancies are estimated to be 
teenage pregnancies (Naidoo, 1996). South Africa has the fastest grow-
ing AlDS epidemic in Africa. KwaZulu-Natal is most affiicted with an 
estimated 32% of women attending ante-natal clinics testing HJV posi-
tive. 
6. This grandmother used the term "parent" here, in the sense that she had 
assumed the dual roles of mother and grandmother to her orphaned 
grandchildren. 
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Conflict, disaster, migration and older persons 
in Mozambique 
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Abstract 
This paper reports on a study carried out in the Tete province 
of Changara district in Mozambique to identify the living 
conditions and needs of older persons in this rural area. The 
paper examines the social and economic effects of disasters, 
wars and forced migration on families and the situations of 
older persons. it concludes that services for the older popula-
tion should include support for the family, followed by com-
munity-based programmes. 
In August 1998 a study was carried out in three communities 
in Tete province, central Mozambique to determine the 
effects of disasters, wars and forced migration on older per-
sons. The inhabitants of these communities have suffered 
directly or indirectly from three wars as well as droughts and 
floods. 
The position of older persons in traditional 
African society 
Africa has an enormous diversity of cultures, environments, 
religions and economic situations, all of which impact the 
ageing process. Colonial occupation, and the introduction of 
a market economy and new forms of communication have 
altered and weakened traditional social security systems, not 
only for older persons but also communities (Moore, 1978). 
New forms of political and social control have aggravated the 
situation still further, undermining the previously dominant 
position of older persons and leading to their loss of authority, 
political power and economic security (Snyder, 1981). 
However, notwithstanding this trend, there is evidence that 
older persons continue to hold traditional positions through 
new opportunities afforded them to assert their presence in 
society through roles as "elders with wisdom" gained of 
experience (Rwezama, 1989). For example, when families 
are involved in the informal sector, children are often left in 
the charge of grandparents. The AIDS epidemic, which in 
some African countries has decimated entire communities, 
has left older persons with the important role of supporting 
the generations of children and young people. To be equipped 
for such a task, they must seek new economic opportunities. 
As a consequence of globalization and a market economy, 
a current trend in some African societies is that of family 
nucleation (Feliciano, 1998). Even in nuclear families the 
role of an older person continues to be that of counsellor and 
judge, and he/she occupies a privileged position in society 
(Tout, 1989). In a recent local newspaper interview (Noticias, 
* Address correspondence to 
1998), a woman who claims to be 110 years old and lives in 
Maputo City stated: 
The treatment my family has given me forms part of my 
good memories. I have none of the complaints that are 
common at this age, which often spring from the authority 
that older persons exercise over the young. I feel quite 
alright, I like my children, and all my grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren, and they ask my advice. 
Social and economic consequences of disasters, 
wars and forced migration 
The most striking social and economic consequences of 
migration for older persons, following disasters and wars, in 
the study communities are examined briefly. Forced migra-
tion causes two types of situation: displaced people and refu-
gees. 
Displaced people 
In situations of armed conflict, members of populations at 
risk either move to safer areas inside the country or become 
refugees in neighbouring countries. In the first case, emer-
gency support, whether from government or NGOs, is lim-
ited, which means that displaced people must largely support 
themselves through their own efforts. The older persons 
whom we interviewed, who were displaced and lived in other 
provinces during the conflicts and other disasters, said that 
during this period they 
• risked their lives, travelling periodically to their fields to 
rescue their harvest; 
• worked in the informal sector to earn income, selling char-
coal, firewood and vegetables from their own produce; 
took care of the children; and 
• produced handicrafts, weaving mats and baskets and mak-
ing clay pots and wood utensils. 
Where displaced older persons and their families had taken 
refuge with relatives in other areas, they were often asked to 
leave and to go back to their own homes or to displaced peo-
ple's centres. 
Refugees 
Those who took refuge in neighbouring countries tended to 
leave Mozambique in a state of confusion, either during an 
enemy attack or as a preventive measure. They always went 
on foot, travelling long distances with or without their per-
sonal goods. Though the refugees sometimes sought out rela-
DrTerezinha da Silva, Unidade de Forrna9ao e Investiga9ao em Ciencias Sociais, Universidade Eduardo Mondlane, Caixa Postal3202, 
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tives in these countries, they more typically only received 
support from institutions created for the purpose and 
remained in refugee camps. Older persons received various 
types of support, ranging from food aid to clothes and domes-
tic utensils. This support was necessary at the time, but it had 
a negative effect of creating a dependency on emergency aid, 
as may be seen from two older persons' comments: 
As older persons, we were well treated there; they gave us 
food, clothes, medicines ... and everything, and nowadays 
when I am back home here, when I go to sleep without hav-
ing eaten, I can only recall that time in Zimbabwe ... 
(Pacanate, Wiriyamu village) 
Everything I have is from when I was a refugee in Zimba-
bwe. They were mainly things for the elderly, we didn 't buy 
anything, not even these clothes. We were being well 
treated. They sometimes killed a cow and distributed meat 
to all the elderly. We ate well there, more than the people 
who had to work in order to get their wages or produce. 
(Domingos Bacalhane, same village) 
Thus, while the older refugees and displaced people had suf-
fered the trauma oflosing their relatives, and had experienced 
difficulties in adapting to new situations and problems of 
physical or psychological debility, their situation has been 
further aggravated by the "dependency syndrome" created in 
the refugee camps, which has lasted up to the present. 
The households 
In any society the family is a basic unit which establishes the 
ethical and cultural values, behavioural attitudes and models 
which influence individual conduct. In Africa, the cohesion 
of the family has been challenged by economic deterioration 
which continues to impoverish it; unemployment, internal 
displacement and migration to urban areas have altered fam-
ily systems. As a consequence, older members of families 
have suffered from a lack of social support, which support 
traditionally existed (ECA/OUA, 1996). Paragraph 62 of the 
African Platform for Action even states that older women, 
widows, displaced people, refugees and heads of household 
are excluded from full membership of society. 
The study in Tete province showed that households had 
been strongly influenced by vicissitudes throughout the 
social and political history of their communities. Today, the 
households are predominantly made up of children and older 
persons, and a few young people who have never lived else-
where. The disintegration of family households in Mozam-
bique is not new. During the colonial period the active 
population, particularly the men, habitually left to do forced 
labour on public works or settlers' plantations (tea and cot-
ton) - and often they did not return. Given the violent nature 
of the recruitment and the conditions of the often unpaid 
work, many men preferred to anticipate their departures by 
emigrating to neighbouring countries such as Zambia, South 
Africa, Malawi and the former Rhodesia. Even today many 
Mozambicans still have family and ethnic links in neighbour-
ing countries. This form of emigration came to play an impor-
tant role during Mozambique's later periods of crisis, since 
relatives who were already settled in neighbouring countries 
gave shelter to family members and even their neighbours 
who took refuge in these countries. 
The war was the indirect cause of all the cases of widow-
hood identified in the study: deaths of spouses from illness, 
lack of access to health services or even to traditional healers, 
long marches while in flight, being forced by the enemy to 
carry heavy loads, physical aggression and other forms of 
violence while in captivity. 
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In the study very few older persons were found to live 
alone, while those who did, tended to live in homes close to 
their children. However, advantages of this geographical 
proximity tended not to be reflected in the material and social 
relations of the older persons with their kin. In reality, they 
lived in "isolation" and undertook survival activities. 
The polygamous family is predominant in the communi-
ties, both for economic benefits (wives as a labour force) and 
prestige (mainly for the women). An older wife in a polyga-
mous family can benefit from care given by the other wives. 
An older woman pointed out: "As we are married, people 
respect us, even the young; if we didn't have a family we 
would be like dogs without a master." 
Migrations and the war intensified the practice of polyg-
amy, due to the worsening living standards of monogamous 
families and the situation of young people who were forced to 
flee their homes. 
I spent the war alone in Chimoio [a city 3 00 kms away from 
the community under study}, working for a farmer. I mar-
ried there, and with the end of the war I came to visit my 
parents and was extremely surprised to be presented with a 
fiancee. According to our tradition one cannot refuse, 
because of other possible consequences - my parents' 
expenses, discontented spirits - which would naturally 
have implications for me ... (A young man interviewed in 
the village) 
Other cases of polygamy found in the study stemmed from 
"alliances" made in the refugee or displaced people's camps, 
when an individual thought that a partner had died during the 
hurried flight from the war. Peace enabled families to meet up 
once again and to reconstitute themselves, which ended in a 
situation of"forced" polygamy and returning to the first wife, 
while maintaining marriages entered during the war. 
Female heads of family 
In Africa, female-headed households comprise a third of all 
households, and in some southern African countries the fig-
ure can rise to over 60%, when considering both de jure and 
de facto cases (SARDC, 1998). The historic cause is eco-
nomic, and studies show that these households are poorer and 
more lacking in means for survival, above all due to women's 
lack of access to agricultural resources, including fertile land, 
credit and technology, than male-headed households. As a 
result, dependent family members, mainly children and older 
persons, have serious nutritional problems (MPF, 1997). 
Victims of violence 
Older widows, though more independent than widowers, are 
also more vulnerable and prone to becoming victims of vio-
lence; their lack of status, lack of personal security, memory 
loss, neglect by their children, and the impossibility of 
defending themselves mean that older women are more often 
victims of indifference, physical assault and sexual abuse 
than older men. 
In the study, three main groups of older persons were 
found: those who stayed in the area throughout the wars and 
disasters, those who took refuge in neighbouring countries 
and those who became internally displaced. The first group 
suffered various forms of violence. People decided to stay 
where they were when their state of health was poor, aggra-
vated by the war. However, it was virtually impossible for 
them to lead a decent life where they remained. It was 
unthinkable that they should go to the fields because of 
war-related danger and it became difficult for them to stay in 
their homes during attacks. When surprised by the enemy, 
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they were forced to carry their food, cattle and other goods to 
their kidnappers' military bases. They were obliged to live off 
wild plants which they had never used before. The serious 
and prolonged privations (inadequate food and nutrition) 
which they underwent explain the physical debility and poor 
state of health of the survivors. This period caused the health 
status of many older persons to deteriorate, and indeed many 
died. 
I was alone because I had divorced my husband some 
months previously. I didn 't notice when people abandoned 
the village, and when the enemy entered and began to burn 
the houses !fled to the bush. When everything calmed down 
on the second day I returned to the village and saw that I 
was alone. Other older people who also couldn't run were 
alone like me. From that time onwards, our life was just one 
of hiding, watching from a distance our granaries being 
burned and robbed under our very eyes, being forced to 
carry sacks of goods to the enemy bases. If we are alive 
today, it is thanks to God who protected us ... (An older 
woman who stayed in her village throughout the war) 
Another witness to the violence suffered by older persons 
during war is Fanzane Fulira, 90 years of age, of Wiriyamu 
village, who was abandoned by his family during an attack 
(when the family took refuge in a neighbouring country) and 
saw the death of his wife. 
This war ended while I was here. I had my wife, who was 
blind, and I already had a problem of pains in my feet that I 
still have to this day. We didn't manage to run away when 
the attack came, we stayed here. We suffered too much ji-om 
the enemy attacks, because we had to remain in permanent 
hiding. It would have been preferable to die, to be able to 
rest from all this violence. 
Witchcraft accusations 
Poverty and illiteracy contribute to superstition and false 
accusations against older men and women who are held 
responsible for a family's ills. In many ethnic groups in 
southern African countries, older women are more often sus-
pected of witchcraft than older men. Anecdotal evidence sug-
gests that violence is usually involved. In Tanzania, statistics 
show that 60% of the 3 693 people killed on suspicion of 
witchcraft in 1994 were older women (SARDC, 1998). 
Firm ina Taero, interviewed in the study, is accused of being a 
witch: 
I don 't know how many grandchildren I have, because my 
son doesn't tell me when they are born, nor even show me 
the child. I have asked them many times to give a grandson 
who could take care of me, but they refuse saying I am a 
witch. I don 't know who started this story, my son or my 
daughter-in-law. You know that in a large family there are 
always some born crazy; perhaps he is crazy to be saying 
these things. I've already asked for a meeting to resolve the 
problem, and they refuse. 
Poverty 
In developing countries most people live in the rural areas, 
where poverty is most acute. In Mozambique, 85% of the 
population is rural-based. Rural people suffered most from 
the effects of migration. 
The structural adjustment programmes (SAPs), supported 
by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund in 
particular, tend to cut government expenditure on the social 
sectors, devolving responsibility to civil society organiza-
tions and even communities themselves. With the dramatic 
increases in the costs of the health care which are taking place 
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in the majority of developing countries, the most 
marginalized groups in the family, children and older per-
sons, are the most affected. 
The needs of older persons 
The huge socio-cultural and economic transformations 
resulting from forced migrations in Mozambique have been 
accompanied by other changes, both good and bad, which 
have altered perceptions about what quality oflife and good 
health should be. The older persons whom we interviewed 
were unable to express their needs and preferences, and sim-
ply remitted to government decisions on the provision of 
health and welfare services. Why does this happen? Older 
persons who suffered the effects afforced migrations come to 
have a very limited view of life, with little hope, when the 
external conditions are no better than those during captivity 
and the family has been shattered by the war. On the other 
hand the dependency syndrome, after long years in captivity, 
hampers autonomous decision taking. Many have a fatalistic 
view of old age, when the past, present and future are simply 
lived in the present. As Antonio Gorate of Dinheiro village 
said: 
Whatelsedolthinkaboutmylife in the .future? I don't think 
anything, because I am old and I can 't die thinking about 
things that I could have done before. Now it's just a ques-
tion of living, because it 's other people's time ... 
The precarious state of health of older persons also seems to 
influence their limited ambitions. Seventy per cent of the 
interviewees had health problems which reduced their mobil-
ity: rheumatism, difficulty in walking, hearing impairment, 
arthritis, osteoporosis, etc. 
It is suggested that the following needs of this population 
should be addressed: 
• Socio-economic security. Refugees should be assisted to 
return to the land of their birth, for both social and spiritual 
reasons. "This is my home." "My goods are there." "My 
ancestors are buried there." Other testimonies confirm the 
older refugees' need to be reunited with their family and to 
re-establish family bonds. 
In Zimbabwe we were living in a war situation, guests in 
the land of those who owned it. It was impossible to have a 
bigfield; even those who managed to get one couldn't bear 
to spend their lives being pointed out as the strangers who 
asked to borrow land ... Here nobody can say those things, 
we are at ease ... 
I came back because I was called by the spirits. I had to 
return to my own land, which I inherited from my parents. 
My father was always the traditional chief in this area, and 
the spirits called me. Now I must organize ceremonies to 
worship the ancestors, in order to satisfy the spirits so that 
we will have good harvests. 
Other statements confirmed that in many cases older refu-
gees had returned to Mozambique alone, leaving young 
family members behind in search of better opportunities. 
• Housing. Rebuilding houses and opening fields must be 
preceded by preparing the land and removing 
anti-personnel mines. In the study communities it was 
found that some older returnees had contracted people to 
rehabilitate the houses and fields which they had aban-
doned during the war, while others had taken shelter in 
abandoned houses or on the verandas of relatives' homes. 
• Livelihood. Family agriculture was the returnees' main 
activity and gave them food security. Access to and control 
of land, and security of tenure are therefore fundamental 
needs of returnees. Most older persons whom we inter-
viewed practised skills which they had learned in exile, 
such as carpentry, pottery, making domestic utensils and 
metalworking. 
• Psychosocial well-being. These needs included physical 
security, the re-establishment of social networks, and the 
need to be valued as human beings and as sources of wis-
dom and experience. 
• Health care. Needs relating to health included access to 
health services and resources, and to traditional medicine. 
• Gender specific needs. Old age affects the health and life 
situations of older women and older men differently. A 
majority of older women are likely to be widowed (an older 
man may marry a young girl, while an older woman may be 
forbidden to contemplate remarriage). The majority of 
forced migrants are women and children; families that 
remain behind are in practice headed by women. Women 
have no legal status. In refugee camps older women are 
rarely integrated into residents' committees. Older women 
are victimized more often than older men, most flagrantly 
in the case of witchcraft accusations. Older women are for-
bidden to think about sexuality, but an older man's "fan-
cies" are understood. Older women take care of 
grandchildren, act as traditional midwives and as a "god-
mother" in traditional rites, such as for purification. How-
ever, the condition of poverty affects older men and women 
equally. 
What should be done 
Paragraph II 0 of the African Platform for Action covers the 
following areas of support for older persons: 
The development of programmes that take into account 
vulnerability and the highly limited capacity to work; 
encouragement of informal support systems and other 
incentives for taking care of the most aged; creation of 
institutional policies and mechanisms designed to encour-
age improved performance by the existing services for car-
ing for older and disabled people. 
This "guideline" gives an image of old age as a problem and 
characterizes an older person's state as nothing but misera-
ble, when the reality may often be different. 
Experience in working with various social groups (chil-
dren, disabled, young people) has shown that activities with 
the greatest positive impact and which are the most sustain-
able, are those that are developed from concept to implemen-
tation with community participation. Examples of such 
activities were evident in the communities which we studied. 
These communities are being supported by Help Age Interna-
tional, which organization has responded to older persons' 
needs (mostly widows) by facilitating the formation oflocal 
groups, including older persons, to identifY needs and to 
implement collective solutions. Programmes under way 
include the following: 
• A mill was installed to serve the community, managed by 
the community (including older persons). Part of the 
income from the mill reverts to a social fund for older per-
sons in need. The poorest older persons are not charged to 
use the mill. , 
• Income-generating activities are supported through credit 
loans schemes. Interest earned on the loans is paid into a 
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welfare fund for older persons. Young people pay a higher 
rate of interest than older persons (25% and 10%, respec-
tively). 
• Inter-generational programmes are promoted, e.g. older 
persons are linked up with schoolchildren to plant fruit 
trees at schools. 
• Houses are built or repaired for older persons who live 
alone and are in need of support. 
• Small livestock (goats, ducks) are distributed among older 
persons. 
• Eye health-care services are made available to older per-
sons. 
Box 1 
Chi} ubunuzyo: a Zimbab\\can 
commuoit~ experience 
Chryuhtmu=J P (/tt R, velatum) ~~an rnnr11 atl\'c programmr to 
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tllld Den:lopment n U\t The CO'Itmumtl i• Situated m the 
S1mchPmbu and Nen.1 unxa ward.\ m (,okwe North area of Zun 
!Jah ll'e. and 1~ populated mwn~~· hi' Tonga people v. ho wend;,,. 
placed .Jf},,·u~~ ago f m m the Zamha1 Rt••er area to maf...c wu) 
far the bulidmg vf 1 ake 1-...anha 
The mea :,, among the most pm·er~~ strzr ken areas Ill 7 mtba-
h>Ve The Chtvuhanu=.~o pru:..rramme mvohe.\ hhelt.lttng the 
mmd1 and spmts vf (.hzyubunu;;yo partu·rpunt.\ through 
• Cvmmunm·-based I P~earch and v.-rtlmJ! und tlw s t1mulatum 
of all jtJnnl vf crcattwl) 
• Bmldm[! a sl:l ong. ~df-manuged 01 gar.!zatw n hwed 11n pa•-
llrzpatury method' 
• Promultnf!. eronomtr and soc Lal devdopmt•nt h;, sNtm~ up a 
>~ldt runge of j uuiltlt.' and \erl-Tc:e.\ 
A !though the main pa! ttr:pants are) oun[! peopll.! tll'j!amzed 111 
12 uml~ £OW' I !fig 1 J ~ dlage1, f!O gu.znd!"lother< 1111d a {01 
grandfathers h>4>C h~en drm~n znto the pm[!ramml' The 
g1andmothen >H~I•' l'eif'( ted em thl' basts fl/ tho <e worst 
ajfect.!d hv poverfl, hut who were ..:r .Jcltln 
0/do ~(lmen and mPn han• hcf'n mtt:gratcd mali aspl'tl\ r{ 
Chtvubunu:•o 's Th ree- Yt •ar Dt >elop ment Plan ah;ch 
evol1 ed {rom vtlluge rt'\eurch For wmmple, a gra..,dmvthC'r 
wtll b,• ~f!i/wted to om• ofthL' 60 pre-schooi1 v.htch m·e bemg 
sC't up to hP/p educ are und t.ntPrlatn ;,oung c luld1 PI! v.llh tradt-
ltrmul game~ vton.tdltr.g nddles, etc Grandmothet S ,,·mk 
111th •nung people m documentmg ttadttwnal ~tOrtl'.l , v. hzrh 
will be pubh' hed 7'he grandnwthn s ha~e a/read\ earned out 
a .<urvC\ on the mam plant\ u.1ed for furvnal, and tlwy l Hll be 
grouped 1uth youn~ people m p lant-based entr.rpri.1es 
Gtvmg older pc>ople a central role m pove11y ! eduction and 
de~elopment IS very tmpvr-tant, bewu,, t! the 1<'.\ean·h ~ho>~' 
that tht•y, along wtth voung cluldren. are thc.\Ot tal group worst 
alfectea by pm at~ Thev aLio ha1 c r1 grC'at deal of trudwonal 
1~ndom and creatn e eneTI{I', wh1ch gn e dvnumz<m tn a 
pro[!ramme 
71tL It' olde1 per, on.< who were p rC'VIIJUsl) de~pamng and 
walling to dte. arc now hopeful " We are go me. to l1vc lunget 
because \W now have so much to live {01 " the.~ sa.• 
Source Personal commumcat)(ln, Kathy-Bond Stewart. Zim-
bab\\ e. 199R 
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Notwithstanding the dependency syndrome referred to ear-
lier, "need is the mother of invention." In the study a variety 
of ways were noted in which older persons carry out subsis-
tence activities, from farming and selling natural medicines, 
to functioning as traditional midwives, and so on. 
A recent innovative experience of a rural community in 
Zimbabwe deserves a detailed look (see Box 1). Such posi-
tive experiments should be disseminated in the media and in 
schools, to give children from primary-schoollevel onwards 
an image of older persons as "sources of resources." 
Conclusions 
The image constructed of older persons involved in forced 
migrations as special sufferers has a certain basis: physical 
debility, a labour force no longer able to work, often diffi-
culty in returning home, a tendency to blame the young for 
everything that is new, and the consequent disintegration of 
traditional support systems for older persons. 
Despite our description of some situations that show the 
dependence of older persons, we must do them justice and 
regard them as sources of resources, wisdom and experience: 
as active beings, capable of responding creatively to new situ-
ations. 
Recent experiences show that it is possible to construct a 
positive image of ageing in Mozambique and to transform 
attitudes of dependency, restoring to older persons the true 
value and honour which they deserve in a dignified society. 
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Ethnographic encounters with elderly people 
and an interpreter. A fieldwork experience 
from Djenne, Mali 
G. Mommersteeg* 
Department of Cultural Anthropology, Utrecht University, The Netherlands 
Abstract 
In this paper, methodological issues of doing ethnographic 
fieldwork among elderly people are considered. Examples of 
fieldwork conducted in a small town in Mali are given, to 
draw attention to the importance of having a close research 
partner from the local culture. Illustrations taken from both 
conversations with elderly persons and discussions about 
them show how in the collaboration between the anthropolo-
gist and the research assistant, local images and notions of 
old age are revealed. The author argues that being dependent 
on an interpreter, which is commonly looked upon as a handi-
cap, in research on old age proves to be an advantage. 
In June and July 1998 I interviewed some 40 elderly inhabit-
ants ofDjenne in the Republic of Mali. Using the method of 
non-directive, open interviewing, I spoke with them about 
their opinions and ideas about ageing and being old. It was 
not my first time in Djenne. In the second half of the eighties 
and the early nineties, I conducted anthropological fieldwork 
among Islamic religious specialists (marabouts) of Djenne 
for my Ph.D. thesis. 
The small town of Djenne is situated in the Inner Niger 
Delta and has about 13 000 inhabitants of ethnically diverse 
origin- mostly Marka/Sonray, Fulani and Bozo. Now the 
town is of only minor economic importance to the region, but 
once it was an important commercial city and one of the 
major centres oflslamic culture south of the Sahara. Djenne's 
famous mosque (placed on UNESCO's world heritage list) 
and its many Qur' anic schools still reflect the glorious days of 
the past. 
Back in Djenne after an absence of four years, and my the-
sis finished, I had decided to combine my renewed acquain-
tance with the city and its inhabitants with the start of a new 
research project which aims at describing and analysing the 
meaning of old age in this community. I had planned to con-
duct a first series of interviews with elderly people and to use 
the results of these conversations to identify themes which 
may be studied in depth in future periods of fieldwork. 
To conduct fieldwork in Africa as a Western anthropolo-
gist may require working together with an interpreter- a fact 
which is actually more often the case than ethnographic 
monographs suggest (see Pool, 1994: 48). Because my com-
petence in Songhay - the lingua franca (or "the town lan-
guage" as it is called) in multi-ethnic Djenne - is not good 
enough to converse comfortably on more than a few simple 
* Address correspondence to 
issues, I have to depend on an interpreter. With the exception 
of conversations with a few interlocutors who spoke French, I 
conducted all my interviews in Djenne together with 
Boubakar Kouroumanse, my interpreter since my first field-
work period. When we started our "ageing project," 
Boubakar was 37 years old (my junior by five years). By pro-
fession he is a mason and a fisherman - traditionally the 
trades of his ethnic group, the Bozo. He has a small family of a 
wife and three children. Thirteen years earlier I had started 
working with him after he had been recommended to me by 
Dutch architectural students in whose research in Djenne he 
had participated. I have never regretted that I followed their 
advice. 
As an interpreter it was Boubakar's task to translate. How-
ever, he was not a neutral instrument of translation, putting 
the questions I formulated in French into Songhay and the 
answers back into French with a minimum of distortion. 
Leaving aside the question of whether this was at all possible 
-since we had to rely on a language which neither of us spoke 
perfectly, as Wax (1971: 295) puts it, in anthropological 
fieldwork "a socially sensitive interpreter who can reassure 
respondents and get them talk easily and naturally ( ... ) is 
much to be preferred to a socially inept linguistic genius." It 
was Boubakar who encouraged our informants to co-operate, 
to answer our questions and to engage in conversation with 
us. To accomplish this he used his own words and altered 
mine as he saw fit. 
Our co-operation was not limited to the actual interviews 
however. Boubakar also did his share in the preparation and 
transcription phases. Together we discussed the items as well 
as their position on the topic list we used as a guide for our 
conversations with elderly persons and together we worked 
on the transcription of most of the interview tapes. Time and 
again it happened that an answer which we were given or an 
incident which we witnessed resulted afterwards in extensive 
discussions in which Boubakar led me to new insights. 
Reflecting on his role in the fieldwork, the term "research col-
laborator" is more appropriate than "interpreter." 
In the opening lines of this paper I use the first person sin-
gular - the author's "I." I stated that "I" interviewed the 
elderly in Djenne, that "I" spoke with them. Having 
employed this conventional narrative construction deliber-
ately, it is now possible to use it as an illustration of one of the 
keys issues of my article. I was incorrect. It was not "I" who 
conducted the interviews; "we" did. Boubakar and I were 
Dr G~ert Mommersteeg, Department of Cultural Athropology, Utrecht University, P 0 Box 80.140, 3508TC Utrecht, The Netherlands. 
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both present in the interview settings. We both had our share 
in the course the conversations took. Therefore, only by using 
the first person plural can I do justice to Boubakar's contribu-
tion to the fieldwork. The interview texts which I ended up 
taking home were our joint product. 
Ethnographic fieldwork is first and foremost a conversa-
tional act. Anthropological knowledge ultimately has inter-
active, dialogical roots. However, often "triologue" would be 
a more apt term to describe the interlocative nature of field-
work. This neologism alone reveals the role which field assis-
tants play in ethnographic production. In the fieldwork 
situation a - what might be labelled- "third voice" sounds. In 
addition to the voice of the anthropologist and those of the 
informants who share their knowledge with him or her, there 
is the voice of the field assistant. Although an assistant also 
acts as an informant- often even as a key informant- he/she 
has a much stronger hold on the course which the fieldwork 
process takes than an ordinary informant. 1 Accordingly, 
his/her voice has to resound in the products which emerge 
from it. 
In this paper I present some of the conversations which 
Boubakar and I had with elderly persons in Djenne, as well as 
some discussions we had with one another. My purpose here 
is to reflect on the practice of ethnographic fieldwork among 
elderly persons. In doing so I want to emphasise the impor-
tance of having a close research partner from the local culture 
to discuss the fieldwork and to make sense out of it. By bring-
ing the conversations with the elderly interviewees and with 
my research assistant together, local concepts of old age 
become clear. 
God has given you a long life 
The list of questions and topics which Boubakar and I used as 
a guide for our conversations with elderly persons in Djenne 
was in two parts. The first part dealt with factual data, such as 
ethnic group, (approximate) age, former (or possibly current) 
profession, activities and family situation (especially regard-
ing caregiving). The second part concerned opinions and 
ideas about ageing and being old. 
Considering the fact that one of the factors which indicate 
"successful ageing" is personal happiness in old age (see 
Apostel, 1993), I had decided to start the second part of our 
interview guide with the question: "Are you content with 
your life today, at this age?" In Boubakar's translation this 
ran as follows: "Are you pleased with your long life?" The 
first two answers we received, one from a woman well into 
her seventies and one from an 81-year-old man, were: 
Very much! I didn't give my life to myself It is God who has 
given us our life. What God has given me, I can 't give 
myself All my friends except three persons died. 
Yes, indeed; a lot. Until now God has let me live. He hasn 't 
let me die when I was young. So I'm content with my life. 
A couple of days later, after we had interviewed other elderly 
persons, I was working on the transcription of a tape. Lis-
tening to the recording I realised that instead of translating the 
above question as: "Are you pleased with your long life?" 
Boubakar had asked "God has given you a long life, are you 
pleased with that?" Apparently Boubakar had been inspired 
by the way in which our two first interviewees had answered 
this question. They both had stressed that they were content 
with life because "God has given it." Boubakar had adopted 
their expression. 
From that day onwards Boubakar consistently referred to 
God when phrasing the question. I had a problem. What was 
the value of a question like this? Certainly nobody in Djenne 
34 
would give a negative answer when asked if he or she was 
content with the long life which God has given him or her. As 
a woman, in her mid-seventies, said when she explained why 
old age is pleasant: "Because when you are old your mind is 
occupied with God. And as God Himself has said, when He 
gives you a long life you have to thank Him." 
I pondered asking Boubakar to leave God out of it, but real-
ised that such a remark could be interpreted as a sign of mis-
trust, as ifl lacked confidence in his translations. Fortunately, 
when we had conducted a dozen interviews, an occasion 
arose for me to raise the subject. One morning while working 
together on the transcription of an interview, we came across 
a saying in Songhay which was hard to translate in French. 
Soon we found ourselves in a discussion in which the difficul-
ties of translating, the tasks and trials of an interpreter, and the 
characteristics of our collaboration came to the fore. 
At a certain moment Boubakar related that once in a while 
it happened that instead of literally translating my questions 
he needed more words to make them understandable. To pro-
vide an example I mentioned the question with which we 
asked elderly persons if they were content with their life in 
old age. 
Taking up my example, Boubakar stressed the following 
points. First, he made clear, by making an allusion to God he 
expressed to our interlocutor that we were, as he called it, 
"serious." In this way he emphasized "the importance of our 
words." For it is God who gives life and old age. Especially 
when talking with old people he considered it suitable to 
stress this. Moreover, the inclusion of God's name in the for-
mulation of our question not only rendered it serious but also 
made it more understandable. He told me that he had noticed 
that people understood this question more easily when it was 
formulated in this way. 
To put it in other words, all that Boubakar did - which is 
what a good interpreter should do- was to make my question 
more culturally fitting and answerable. Thus his way was the 
proper way to ask such a question in Djenne, at least when 
talking with elderly people. A couple of weeks later this was 
nicely illustrated. During an interview with an old man, one 
of the man's middle-aged sons was present. At Boubakar's 
insistence the son acted as interpreter. To translate my ques-
tion, whether the 86-year-old man was pleased with his life at 
his age, the son needed many words, each time phrasing the 
question differently, but without referring to God. After sev-
eral attempts the old man still did not understand his son's 
question. Then Boubakar came to his aid and as usual said: 
"God has given you a long life, are you pleased with that?" 
The old man smiled. Of course he was content. When God has 
given you a long life, you are very pleased with that, he 
assured us. 
Taking advantage of the opportunity to discuss Boubakar's 
translation, I also brought up the issue which occupied me the 
most. I expressed to Boubakar that by translating our question 
as he did, he made it almost impossible for the other to give a 
negative answer. Boubakar did not respond directly, but 
brought up another interesting point. In his opinion, this ques-
tion was first and foremost an introduction to the two ques-
tions that came next in our interviews. With these latter 
questions, he explained, we specified the subject, asking 
which were pleasant and unpleasant aspects of old age. God 
not only gives each person a certain life span but also allots 
each individual happiness as well as misery. Therefore 
Boubakar saw fit to mention His name when discussing all of 
this. In this way, as he had already explained, he showed that 
our conversation was serious. 
Of course Boubakar's rephrasing of my words to make 
them culturally appropriate was in itself informative. It gave 
insight into religious ideas and the way in which these ideas 
were alluded to in daily life. Moreover, the answers that were 
given on a few occasions to this question referred to themes 
such as illness, health, the continuation of an industrious life 
and the loss of peers. For example, a 78-year-old man, when 
we asked why be was, as be expressed, "very much" pleased 
with the long life which God bad given him, answered thus: 
I thank God, for He has given me health. He didn't let me 
fall ill. And what's more, the work I'm still doing as a 
leatherworker, in the whole town, there is nobody of my 
age who can do the same. That is a gift of God. 
However, looking back on this experience, I can only come to 
the conclusion that my question was rather clumsy and cer-
tainly out of place. The whole issue of asking old people in 
Djenne if they are content with their life is trivial and at least 
bas an ethnocentric bias. Boubakar, for his part, had dealt 
with this non-question in a creative way. By rephrasing it he 
showed our interlocutors that we were sincere and respectful. 
By mentioning God's name he gave praise to Him and set the 
right tone for a conversation with an old person. 
Respect or food 
One evening, a few days after my arrival in Djenne, we made 
small talk after dinner. Suddenly Boubakar remarked: "Ah, 
Gerard, we are going to have a great time with the old people. 
You have chosen a good topic for research this year. Anyway, 
it won't be easy, but we are going to succeed. I know a small 
thing which old people do need. If we give it to them, every-
thing will go well." Responding to the silence which 
Boubakar let follow upon his remark to enlarge my curiosity, 
I said: "Kola nuts" - thinking of the traditional small gifts 
which especially elderly men relish. ''No, Gerard," Boubakar 
countered, "it is not kola nuts I am thinking of. It is respect, I 
have in mind. When we show respect, everything will go 
well." 
Several authors focus in their studies of the elderly in 
Africa on the way in which respect for older people is chang-
ing. (e.g. Rosenmayr, 1988, VanderGeest, 1997). One of the 
questions I had planned to ask elderly persons in Djenne was: 
"What, in your opinion, are the differences between being old 
nowadays and being old in former times, in the days of your 
parents?" I had formulated this question because I more or 
less saw it as an introduction to respect and old age. That eve-
ning, just before we started our visits to elderly persons, 
Boubakar's words confirmed my expectation that old people 
and respect constituted a proper theme. 
Two months later it turned out that of all the people whom 
we interviewed, only two bad brought up the item of respect 
when we asked them to tell about the differences between 
being old at present and being old formerly. 
Now, our time, and before are not the same. When we were 
children we couldn 't behave impolite to someone of old 
age. We couldn 't do anything without their approval. The 
children of today don 't have any respect any more. That is 
the difference. (67-year-old man) 
Before, when children were playing in the streets and an 
elder passed, they stopped their game and ran away. 
Everybody made way for the elder. Nowadays, when chil-
dren see an elder person approaching, they firmly take 
their positions in the middle of the street. Before, young 
people feared the elderly. Now they don 't any more. 
(83-year-old man) 
"Why," we asked the 83-year-old man, "were children in the 
past afraid of the elderly?" "It was not a matter of fear but of 
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good manners," the old man responded. "Today children 
aren't polite any more. Before they bad respect for the 
elderly. Now there is less respect." 
Almost all the other answers to the question regarding dif-
ferences between being old now and in the past stressed 
another fact: in the past people bad better food. Before, life 
was less bard. Nowadays farming and fishing yield far less 
than in former days. As a consequence of the great droughts 
that bad struck Mali and the other Sabelian countries in the 
early seventies and again in the early eighties, harvests and 
catches today are much smaller than in the good old days. 
Again and again the old people emphasized this in their 
answers. 
Although in the nineties Djenne has known years in which 
the rains fell abundantly and agriculture and fishing had rich 
yields, compared with the especially good decades of the fif-
ties and the sixties, the present ecological conditions cer-
tainly have deteriorated. The elderly of today saw their own 
parents ageing in good times. Those are the days they remem-
ber. A man, age 72, explained: 
Before, old people ate heartily. What we see today isn 't the 
same as what we saw in our time, when we were young. I've 
seen my grandfather, I've seen my father, I've seen my 
aunts and my uncles. They all ate heartily. Their children 
did everything for them so they could live the good life. 
They left their house only to go to the mosque. That was all 
they did. That was their labour. In those days the plain was 
entirely inundated. People weren 't in need. Now, today we 
have the drought. We eat but we don 't satisfy our stomach. 
A woman, in her mid-sixties, first praised the present time. 
"Old people don't like heavy work," she stated. Fortunately, 
now there are grainmills and a water supply system in town. 
These modemisations make life easier. Before, all rice and 
millet had to be pounded by hand and to draw water one bad to 
walk far. However, when we asked her a couple of questions 
later about the difference between being old now and being 
old formerly, the woman immediately answered that the past 
was better. Before, one could buy good food for a few francs . 
Before, there was a lot of milk. Now there is less of every-
thing. 
The past was better. In nearly all our conversations with 
elderly people in Djenne, this was emphasized. The past was 
better and therefore in the past the elderly had a better life. 
However, as I bad more or less expected, diminishing respect 
was not mentioned in the first place as characteristic of these 
transformations. The elderly were mostly concerned about 
the climate. Compared with the present predicament, the liv-
ing conditions in former days were by far better. And this was 
all due to the climatological changes. A 72-year-old man 
explained: 
Before, in days of old, the elderly lived happily. We too, 
who are born and raised in those times, we lived happily. 
Now we are struck by the drought. The rains don 't come. 
The river is low. Someone who is in need and someone who 
has never known hunger, they aren 't the same. When you 
go to the cemetery today and you see the bones of the 
elderly of former times, than you will notice the difference. 
The older bones are much more solid than the recent ones. 
Informer days the people satisfied their stomach, today we 
aren 't satiated. 
The good and the bad life in old age 
In her preface to the volume Aging in culture and society, 
Christine Fry (1980) mentions a few basic questions for the 
anthropological study of ageing and the aged. One of these 
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questions reads: "What are the values which define the 'good 
life' in old age?" 
Apart from the non-question about contentment with life, 
we asked elderly persons in Djenne what makes old age 
pleasant in their opinion. This was, as Boubakar indicated, a 
better question. It made the subject more concrete. Con-
fronted with this question a man of92- he was the oldest per-
son whom we interviewed and one of the two oldest men in 
town - answered: "It is pleasant that you have seen a lot. You 
have seen difficult times and you have seen pleasant times." 
A woman in her eighties replied: 
What is pleasant in old age? When I have my little necessi-
ties, my little needs. When I eat and my soul is peaceful, 
when I eat and I have a little bit of milk, and I have a little bit 
of oil, and other small things, that is pleasant in old age. My 
soul becomes calm because of it. 
The majority of the responses to the question about the pleas-
ant side of old age related to health, leisure, being cared for 
(lit. "To have someone who can ease your fatigue") and 
"good food." Yet a man, age 67, introduced another topic in 
this context. At first he mentioned that "to have children who 
can take care of you until the time of your death" was pleasant 
for old people. Asked ifhe knew of anything else which was 
agreeable in old age, he continued: 
If you are as old as I am, you have to believe in God. What-
ever happens to you, either good or bad, you have to follow 
the road of God, you have to do what God has ordered you 
to do and to refrain from what God has forbidden. 
A similar thing happened when we asked an 80-year-old man 
the question about the negative side of old age. "What is 
unpleasant in old age?" we asked the man. "Whatever God 
doesn't want," he answered rather cryptically. He added: "At 
this point, where my age is now, everything that God doesn't 
want, and I don't want to do, is unpleasant." We asked for an 
explanation. "God has forbidden to do wrong to one another, 
Muslims or non-Muslim. God doesn't like injustice," the man 
said. "But," I remarked, "when we talk about old age - for 
injustice relates to everyone, isn't it- are there any matters 
which are especially unpleasant for people of old age?" "One 
has to try to abstain from everything that God has forbidden. 
When you do what God doesn't like, that is unpleasant," the 
man answered. 
Later on, while working on the transcription of this inter-
view, I told Boubakar that such an answer was far from clear 
for me. What did it mean when someone answered the ques-
tion on what is unpleasant about old age with "Whatever God 
doesn't want?" More importantly, I doubted if we had asked 
the right questions. Were our questions understood in the 
right way? 
To explain why I did not know what to make of the old 
man's answer, I gave a few examples of answers which I 
thought elderly people in my own society would give when 
asked this question. They might say that old age is unpleasant 
because they suffer from poor health, because their children 
never visit them, or because they feel lonely and depressed. 
But Boubakar reassured me that there was nothing wrong 
with our questions. It was all evident. He began his explana-
tion rhetorically: 
Why do old people answer this way? When you are young, 
you only think about the good life and pleasant matters. As 
the saying goes, as thegriots [bards] say: '!fGodgivesyou 
wealth may He give it when you are young. If God gives you 
knowledge, may He give it when you are young. And in case 
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God turns you insane, may He let it happen while you are 
young.' What does that mean? When God gives you money 
when you are young you can do a lot. You can travel every-
where. You can marry beautiful women. You can eat deli-
cious food and you can wear nice clothes. That is wealth. 
When God has given you knowledge when you are young 
you have the possibilities to develop yourself You don't 
need much sleep. You can work all day, it doesn't bother 
you, you can support it. You can learn a lot. You can do 
much. 
But when you are old. Even if you are rich, the women don't 
like you. Even if you are well-dressed. Your skin has 
changed. Your face has changed. You're no longer young. 
You yourself say that you can 't do a lot of things any more 
because of your age. Even ifyoufeellikedoing it, you can't 
do it. If you have a lot of knowledge, at a certain age you 
can't teach [give lessons at a Qur 'anic school} as you did 
when you were young. You can 't travel any more in search 
for knowledge. Your health and your strength don't allow 
it. Your life has three stages. You start young, you become 
an adult and you grow old. When you 're old your strength 
has diminished. In the same way as when you were a child, 
you need help again when you are old. Thus, a Muslim, a 
believer, hopes for the hereafter. That is why at a certain 
age you turn your thoughts to the future life. Even if you 
give some thought to this world, you are mostly occupied 
with the next world. Only he who doesn 't think of the future 
life, will complain about his life here. 
Boubakar had made his point. If elderly people, when asked 
about the unpleasant side of old age, answer "Anything God 
has forbidden is unpleasant," it is not necessary to wonder. 
This is a clear answer. Old people do not care much about 
their earthly life any more. They look ahead, at the time 
stretched out before them, at their reward for the way in 
which they led their life in this mortal coil. Following the 
course of life, the elderly increasingly "turn their thoughts to 
the future life." 
A month after we had this conversation, a woman in her 
mid-seventies illustrated Boubakar's words as follows. 
"What is pleasant in old age," she proffered, is that "when you 
are old your mind is occupied with good things, bad things 
you discard. At this age you keep aloof from this world, you 
have to concentrate on the straight way." 
The elderly put the next world before this one, Boubakar 
told me. Religious concerns occupy them more than mundane 
affairs. Although this attitude certainly came to the fore in the 
answers which we were given, worldly matters were never-
theless prominent in them. As said, most people mentioned 
"good health" as a major value when asked about the condi-
tions which define good life in old age. Conversely, to the 
question about the unpleasant side of old age, the majority 
answered "illness," immediately followed by "lacking some-
one who takes care of you" and "poverty" (which once or 
twice was defined as "lack of good food") . 
Health and illness, food and poverty, care and neglect; 
well-being in this world is definitely not absent in the 
thoughts of elderly people. However, as one woman showed, 
it is also possible to refer to both sides simultaneously: the 
religious as well as the mundane. When we asked her what 
makes old age pleasant, the woman, well into her seventies, 
answered: "Your eyes are directed at God and His Prophet." 
Almost in the same breath she added: "When you eat well, 
when you are at ease, and have people around you who take 
care of you, then you have a pleasant old age." 
Final remarks 
By listening intently to elderly people, a great deal may be 
learned about the meaning of growing and being old. To 
"learn something about the meaning which older persons 
'find' in their everyday life," narratives are indeed a valuable 
source. However, "stories" are always situated in the context 
of the field encounter (Sagner, 1999). 
In this paper I have given a few examples of my own expe-
riences in the field. On the basis of conversations with elderly 
people and discussions with my research assistant, I have 
attempted to give some insight in the praxis of my fieldwork 
in Djenne. By presenting not only the voices of the old peo-
ple, but also leaving ample room to Boubakar's voice, I not 
only depicted the role of a research assistant in the process of 
fieldwork but also illustrated that the communicative events 
which lie at the root of ethnographic knowledge are often 
shaped as a "triologue." 
To give attention to the triological constitution of 
ethnographic research can be especially fruitful in studi~s of 
old age. In Bonbakar's contributions to the conversatwns 
with the elderly as well as in his explanations in the discus-
sions which these meetings engendered, local notions of old 
age were depicted. 
As an interpreter Boubakar translated in two directions. 
First he made my questions culturally compatible; he made the~ understandable for our elderly interlocutors. As it 
turned out, this process of translation could even change the 
original purpose of a question: in its translated form the ~ues­
tion was not asked to elicit information-or at least, not m the 
first place- but to set the tone for a conversation with old peo-
ple. Boubakar's second translations considered the answers. 
Here two phases may be discerned. First, during our conver-
sations with elderly persons he translated their answers more 
or Jess verbatim in French. For most answers, that ended the 
matter. However, some were later on translated a second 
time. In these cases not only a literal translation was involved 
but also a contextual one. Together we discussed passages in 
the recorded interviews which were not clear to me or which 
raised questions otherwise. Boubakar answered ~y ques-
tions, gave me his explanations, told me how to see thmgs and 
reflected upon our encounters with the elderly. 
Both Boubakar and I were confronted with the elderly peo-
ple. As neither of us has yet reached old age, our age identities 
clearly differed from those of our interlocutors. For the 
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anthropologist as well as the assistant, an elderly person was 
the "other." With one fundamental difference, of course: 
Boubakar was a member of the society which I as an outsider 
was studying. His conceptions of ageing and the aged were 
embedded in the local construction of old age. Consequently, 
the discussions following our conversations with the elderly 
persons generated useful and important data. 
Both in the conversations with elderly persons and in those 
about them, Boubakar's contribution was indispensable. The 
handicap of depending on an interpreter in anthropological 
fieldwork turned out to be a benefit. 
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Note 
I. See Berreman (1962) who describes bow two different research assis-
tants can result in two completely different ethnographies. Lindholm 
(1982: xxi-xxii) reports that the friendship with his assistant constrained 
him from doing "many of the things often deemed necessary for good 
research." Rabinow (1977: 75) mentions how possessive a research 
assistant can become. 
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The experience of elderliness of residents 
of Boikucho Old-Age Centre 
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Abstract 
This paper examines the perceptions and experience of elder-
liness of residents of the Boikucho Old-Age Centre outside 
Bloemfontein in the Free State. The data collected from 
selected residents show that their perceptions and experience 
of elderliness are mainly negative. This negativity is directly 
related to their self-conceptualization, which is influenced by 
factors such as their immediate circumstances and the social 
environment. The negativity must be understood within a 
broad traditional socio-cultural context. 
There has been an interest in elderliness since the earliest 
times. A need was identified for empirical knowledge on the 
experience and perceptions of elderliness of institutionalized 
elderly blacks in South African. An increasing number of 
older Africans are relocating to a home for the aged, when 
they or their family find it difficult for them to continue living 
in the community - usually as a result of the impact of con-
temporary social forces such as urbanization, displacement in 
disorganized informal settlements and family nucleation. It 
may be anticipated that some elderly blacks who are uprooted 
from traditional cultural settings and family may find adjust-
ment to social life in a Western-type residential care facility 
difficult. Knowledge of such persons' adjustment in homes, 
in relation to their experience and perceptions of elderliness, 
can be valuable in the planning and provision of services to 
this population. To the author' s knowledge no specific 
research has thusfar been conducted in this area in South 
Africa. 
Theoretical considerations 
In studying elderliness one may distinguish between subjec-
tive and functional chronological elderliness. The focus of 
the study upon which this paper is based falls on subjective 
elderliness, which refers to a person's evaluation of himself 
or herself as old in terms of socio-cultural and biological 
markers (Pretorius, 1986: 20). 
Biological markers of elderliness are anatomical, physio-
logical and sensory changes that take place during ageing 
(Mullen, Gold, Belcastro & Macdermott, 1990; Brink, 1989; 
Kraus & Shank 1992). Socio-cultural aspects of elderliness 
refer to social roles, behaviour and habits of older persons 
within their cultural system. The social roles of an elderly 
Address correspondence to 
person are often vaguely defined, which implies that the per-
son must create roles for himself/herself. 
Regarding subjective elderliness, authors do not agree on 
the concepts of "experience" and "perception" (see e.g. 
Neuhaus & Neuhaus, 1982: 125-126). While perception may 
imply knowledge gained over several years, experience 
could refer to a feeling experienced by an individual at a cer-
tain time in the present - thus within a specific situation. 
To understand an elderly person's experience and percep-
tions of his/her elderliness, one thus needs to know how the 
person conceptualizes himself/herself. Hence, there is a 
strong link between the concepts of self-conceptualisation, 
experience and perceptions, inasmuch as self-knowledge can 
throw light on the conscious experience of an individual (cf. 
Thorn, 1980: 70). 
There are a number of definitions of the concept 
"self-conceptualisation." The most generally accepted defi-
nition includes feelings about who and what the person is, 
what his/her values, abilities, character traits and beliefs are, 
as well as how the he/she evaluates himself/herself ( cf. 
Thorn, 1980: 70; Neuhaus & Neuhaus, 1982: 127; Gerdes, 
1986: 9). In short, one might therefore say that 
self-conceptualisation represents a person's self-image. This 
self-image is not static but changes according to circum-
stances. (Cf. Thorn (1980:71 -72) and Gerdes (1986:9) 
regarding components of a person's self-image.) 
According to Neuhaus and Neuhaus (1982: 87), the 
self-concept has an important influence on the way in which 
an individual will grow old. Elderly persons may have a posi-
tive or a negative self-conceptualisation (Cooper & Goethals, 
1981: 431 ; Neuhaus & Neuhaus, 1982: 87). When someone 
has a positive self-concept, it means that he/she values him-
self/herself as a person. Since ideas and fee lings are 
expressed in a person's behaviour, there is a connection 
between his/her ideas about himself/herself and his/her 
behaviour. An elderly individual with a positive self-concept 
will usually adapt easily to changing circumstances. 
Persons with a negative self-concept doubt their ability to 
deal with the new situation of elderliness. They believe that 
their opinions are not important and that others regard them as 
inferior. Such elderly persons view themselves as weak, ill 
and old (Brink, 1989: 49-50; Russell, 1981: 69-70). Elderly 
persons with a negative self-concept perceive negative feed-
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back from society (Brink, 1989: 49-50; Neuhaus & Neuhaus, 
1982: 96). 
The cultural community or environment in which an 
elderly person lives also influences his/her view of him-
self/herself. "It is as though we viewed ourselves through a 
looking glass held by other people. The reflection that we see 
is dependent on our assessment of the way we believe others 
view us" (Cooper & Goethals, 1981: 440). The views of other 
people thus help to shape an individual' s self-concept. 
To examine the perceptions and experience of elderliness 
of a group of institutionalized elderly black Africans, a small 
qualitative study was carried out in 1992-93 in a residential 
care facility outside Bloemfontein in the Free State Province. 
The research setting 
The study was conducted in the Boikucho Old-Age Centre 
(the South Sotho word boikucho means "place of rest"), 
which was established in 1950 as a government-subsidized 
residential care facility for largely socially-indigent elderly 
blacks. At the time when the study was conducted, the centre 
accommodated 93 residents and employed 42 staff members. 
Although the majority of the residents are indigent and have 
suffered neglect, these factors are not criteria for admission to 
the centre. Rather, the criteria are that a person must be 60 
years or older, must be in possession of a valid identity docu-
ment, must receive a pension and must submit a medical 
record. 
The residents are accommodated in double rooms, shared 
by two residents, which have beds, a washbasin and a 
lockable cupboard. The communal bathrooms have baths, 
showers and toilets specially adapted for frail persons. The 
centre has a television lounge and a dining room, and is fitted 
with handrails and heaters. The building is surrounded by an 
electrified fence but which is not used as such because of the 
danger it poses to residents who lean against it. The responsi-
bility for the safety of the residents rests rather with three 
security guards who are on duty 24 hours a day. There are no 
specific visiting times. Three cars and a minibus are available 
to transport the residents to clinics or hospitals and to other 
old-age centres. 
During the day, the residents occupy themselves with 
handcrafts, such as making toys (especially rag dolls) and 
wooden objects. These items are later sold as part of 
fund-raising projects. In addition, the residents who are still 
physically capable help with routine activities in and around 
the centre, such as cleaning rooms, doing laundry and prepar-
ing meals (e.g. preparing vegetables). Some residents tend 
the vegetable garden. Visits to different old-age centres in the 
Free State are also arranged. 
Services provided by the centre include medical care (by 
eight full-time nurses and two part-time doctors). Church ser-
vices of different denominations are held weekly. Funeral 
arrangements in the case of the death of a resident are 
regarded as the responsibility of the resident's next-of-kin, 
but these arrangements are generally made by the centre, as 
most of the residents no longer have any contact with rela-
tives. 
The staff are organized in work teams, each with specific 
responsibilities, such as the preparation of meals, the care of 
residents and the general management of the centre. The staff 
are continuously evaluated by the residents and discussions 
are held regularly during which both residents' and staff 
members ' grievances and problems may be articulated. 
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Method 
The study was conducted within an interpretative scientific 
paradigm (Erasmus, 1990), the characteristics of which 
include an individual view of man (with recognition of cul-
tural variety), subjectivity which takes the metaphysical 
component of man into account, a focus on the unique rather 
than a quest for common patterns and principles, qualitative 
research which includes participant observation and in-depth 
interviews, as well as understanding a phenomenon within 
context. 
Following on a literature study, an interview schedule was 
constructed and used to obtain data from seven selected resi-
dents (four women and three men) during in-depth inter-
views. Participant observation was carried out in the centre, 
during which routine behaviour of the residents in the envi-
ronmental setting was observed, including recreational activ-
ities. On one occasion, residents from a similar facility in 
Odendaalsrus visited the centre and residents from both facil-
ities performed traditional dances and sang songs. In addition 
to interviews with the residents and participant observation, 
interviews were conducted with staff members. 
The in-depth interviews of the residents focussed on back-
ground information, the residents' relationships with their 
family and children, their perceptions of their environment, 
and their perceptions of themselves and their elderliness. The 
average age of the interviewees was 65 years. The interview-
ees had all resided at the centre for between two and four 
years. They had moved to the centre from surrounding towns 
in the province (Bloemfontein, Brandfort and W elkom), 
while one had come from Kimberley and one from Johannes-
burg. 
Since all seven interviewees were South Sotho speakers, an 
interpeter who could speak Afrikaans, English and Sotho was 
engaged to assist with the interviews and the translation ofthe 
data. 
Findings 
An analysis of the data collected during participant observa-
tion and the in-depth interviews revealed the following: First, 
the residents regarded themselves as fortunate to be living at 
the centre since, they explained, they had nowhere else where 
they could live. Some had moved to the centre when they had 
taken ill or after hospitalization, and there was no-one at 
home who could take care of them. Others had moved to the 
home simply because they had no family or children with 
whom they could live. The fact that there are people at the 
centre who take care of them, they pointed out, gives them a 
sense of safety and security. However, a few admitted that 
they would far rather live with their children and be taken care 
of by their children than live at the centre. They remarked 
with disappointment that they had expected to be taken care 
of in their old age in the way in which they had taken care of 
their parents. They had also expected that they would be 
respected and honoured when they were old. These expecta-
tions had not been fulfilled. "Being old is no longer the same 
as it used to be." 
The relationship between the sampled residents and their 
next-of-kin (children, grandchildren and other relatives) had 
apparently essentially changed. Several pointed out that their 
children only come to visit them on pension day, to claim the 
remainder of the pension money after the centre has deducted 
70% of the income to meet accommodation expenses. From 
what was gleaned, traditional esteem and respect for these 
residents from their kin was no longer forthcoming, nor 
apparently was there a sense of duty on the part of their fami-
lies to care for them. 
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Since the residents had no doubt fulfilled valuable and 
meaningful functions and roles in their previous traditional 
cultural situation, they were asked during the interviews 
whether they thought people such as they could still play roles 
in the lives of their children and grandchildren. All of the 
women were of the opinion that persons such as they could 
indeed still fulfil such roles. They referred, as an example, to 
the traditio.nal educational role of elderly women, whereby 
traditions are passed down to grandchildren and granddaugh-
ters are taught how to make toys- for instance, dolls. To these 
women, elderliness was synonymous with knowledge. Some 
had been employed as domestic workers for many years, and 
in their opinion they had gained a great deal of knowledge 
during this time which they could transmit to their adult chil-
dren, e.g. knowledge of personal relationships and the 
upbringing of children. 
The men held a different view to the women regarding the 
fulfilment of traditional roles in old age. They explained that 
after their health had deteriorated and they had subsequently 
been admitted to the centre, they had lost virtually all contact 
with their children and relatives. They complained that their 
children and other relatives did not respect and obey them, 
and often purposively undermined their authority. To them, 
elderliness meant "being forgotten," and being deprived of 
rights (such as receiving lobo/a (a dowry) for their daughters) 
and authority. 
Whereas the interviewees had reportedly previously 
played an important role in the upbringing of their children, 
by means of storytelling and education, their children appar-
ently now wanted nothing to do with them. The former educa-
tional and religious functions of these persons thus seemed to 
have fallen away to a large extent. The interviewees 
explained that the younger generations no longer have a need 
for the traditions and customs, since they live in a "new 
world" in which the elderly do not fit in. In addition, the prac-
tice of traditional cultural customs, such as religious acts, is 
hampered at the centre through a lack of space and under-
standing on the part of centre personnel. At present, only the 
residents whose children still take them home to visit from 
time to time are able to participate in rituals such as sacrifices 
to the ancestral spirits. 
Thus, the residents' experience of elderliness in the home 
was in many ways negative. An attempt was therefore made 
to determine the causes of a change in the position of the resi-
dents and their negativity about their elderliness. 
Reasons for negativity 
The negative experience and perception of elderliness of the 
seven residents may be analysed in terms of physical experi-
ence and socio-cultural experience. The physical experience 
of the interviewees included the fact that many residents of 
the home are ill, weak and helpless, or frail. Blindness, deaf-
ness, pain and suffering make them dependent on care. It is 
clear that the majority would prefer to be cared for by rela-
tives and children at home, rather than by strangers at the cen-
tre. The physical experience of elderliness of the residents is 
that it is unpleasant and negative. 
The residents' socio-cultural experience and perceptions 
of elderliness were also negative. First, they found it difficult 
to accept their circumstances, i.e. to be living at the centre. 
They were unhappy that their children and relatives were not 
taking care of them. They felt isolated and cast out, and 
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thought that their children and relatives have forgotten them 
and want nothing to do with them. They also felt that they are 
not consulted about decision making in family matters, which 
means that they feel inferior because they no longer hold tra-
ditional positions of authority. Finally, they evaluated elder-
liness within the traditional cultural context in which they 
grew up - and therefore attached a cultural significance to the 
state of elderliness. Their negative experience and percep-
tions of elderliness must thus be understood within this cul-
tural context and how their situation and position had 
changed. 
Conclusion 
Although the residents who were interviewed in the study 
indicated that in general they were happy and felt secure to be 
living at the centre, they experienced and perceived their 
elderliness negatively. This negativity was directly related to 
their negative self-conceptualisation as a result of their 
expectations of care by kin in their old age not being met. The 
residents ' knowledge of traditions in which they had for-
merly participated, and of happier times when they had felt 
respected, makes it difficult for them to come to terms with 
their elderliness and having to live at the centre. 
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